THIS PAGE DECLASSIFIED IAW EO12958

THIS PAGE DECLASSIFIED IAW EQ12958



THIS PAGE DECLASSIFIED IAW E012958




THIS PAGE DECLASSIFIED IAW EO12958

INTRODUCTION

The purpose of the present study is to describe the events which ook
place in the southeast Buropean theater of war during May 1941, Joint
operations by the German Twelfth Army and Fourth Air Fleet had succeeded
in driving the Anglo~Greek forces from the mainland. Expulsion of the
British from the islands in the Aegean Sea was gbsolutely necessary, if
the vitally important sea route Constanza - Corinth - Italy was to be se=
cured for Germany., The island of Crete was the chief base for the British
air and naval forces in the eastern Mediterranean.

For Hitler, who had & horror of all operations which involved crossing
a body of watar4, the sotion in the eastern Mediterranean was merely a
minor skirmish in a secondary theater of war. Germany was in the midst
of prepsrations for the cempaign in Russia, sleted to begin in the summeT
of 1941, and the battle going on in the Balksan theater of operations seem-
ed fairly insignificant,

The marked lack of enthusiasm of the Ttalian fleet for Mussolini's
plan to recapture the "mare nostrum", the jgnomimsious failure of the
Itglian armies during the Grecian adventure, and the collapse of the Italian
troops in North Africa g1l combined to convince the German WenhrmacH High

Command that there was little hope of firm support from her

e———

4 - Generaloberst Student, article in "Der deutsche Fallschirmjaeger"
(The German Paratrooper), special issue dated Nay 195%, page 2.

——eteee
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Air Commender (XI) (Fliegerfuehrer XI)

Headquarters Staff
I Group, lst Air Landing Wing
II Group, lst Air Ianding Wing
TII Group, lst Air Landing Wing
Headquarters, lst Special Duty Bomber Wing
I Group, 1st Special Duty Bomber Wing
I1 Group, lst Special Duty Bomber Wing
III Group, lst Special Duty Bomber Wing (at that time subordinate o
the C(?) Air Corps)

IV Group, lst Special Duty Bomber Wing (st that time subordinate to the
IV Air Corps).

Headquarters, 2d Special Duty Bomber Wing
161lst Bomber Group
1024 Bomber Group
104th Bomber Group .
105th Bomber Group

Headquarters, 3d Special Duty Bomber Wing

9th Special Duty Bomber Group (at that tims subordinate to the
X Air Corps)

106th Special Duty Bomber Group
I Group, 172d Bomber Wing
40th Special Duty Bomber Group
50th Special Duty Bomber Group
60th Special Duty Bomber Group
Hesdquarters, Storm Regiment (Sturmregiment), with Signal Platoon.

I Group, Storm Regiment (Signal Platoom, 3 Squadrons¥, 1 Heavy Company )
IT Group, Storm Regiment (Signal Platoon, 3 Squadrons¥, 1 Heavy Company )

TIT Group, Storm Regiment (Signal Platoon, 3 Squadrons*, 1 Heavy Company)

—I
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Ag of 14 May 1941, 502 Ju-52's were ready for actionTS, out of an
authorized aircraft strength of 53976. |

Assuming that each Ju-52 was capable of transporting a total of twelve
paratroopers and their gear, the meximum number of troops which could ﬁe set
down over Crete simultaneously was approximately 6,000, A% least three
waves would be necessary to transport the entire paratrooper force of 16,000
to 18,000 men to Cretn77, and even a fourth would be required if unforeseen
circumstances should put more than a few transport aireraft out of aection.
With thg limited air transport space available, the island could be "sprinkled,
but hardly deluged" with paratroopera.....TB.

In other words, the numerically impressive half a thousand transport air-
craft = an armada of the air - were somewhat misleading,

Section 2 = The VIII Air Corps.

As of May 1341, the strength of General der Flieger Freiherr von-Rioht-
hofen's VIII Air Corps, which was assigned the task of providing air support
for the landing on Crete, was as follow379z

280 bomber aireraft (Ju-88's and Do-17's)
150 dive bomber aircraft (Ju-87's)
180 single-engine and twin-engine fighter aircraft (Me-109"g and
Me-110"s)
40 reconnaissance airorafteo.

The VIII Air Corps, its aireraft strength brought up to the total in-
dicated (approximately 650), had already seen action as a ground support corps
during the Balkan campaign and was stationed at the "best" asirfields in Greece,

viz:

75 - The study by Lt. Col. Hornung (based on General Conrad's diary) states
that there were only 439 transport aircraft ready for action as of 14 May.

76 - Based on the records of the XI Air Corps.

77 - Generaloberst Student, during the course of a lecture held at Hildesheim.
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By dint of personal visits to Rhod;a and SearpantogT, General von
Richthofen succeeded in obtaining the promise of Italian assistance. Six
Italian speedboats were to be detached to block the Straits of Caso (to the
east of Crete) and the Italian torpedo bombers were to provide support from
the air., The Italians had a total of twenfy-one bombers and reconnaissance
aircraft and tweniy-four fighter aircraft based on Rhodes and Leros, as
well as a nmumber of small naval units; in addition to the six gpeedboats,
the sources mention two destroyers and a number of MAS98.

The airfields in Greece which served as bases of operations for the
flying units were so unfortunately located as far as the transport network
was concerned that the difficuliy of keeping them supplied was a very resl
threat to the maintenance of striking power.

On the whole it can be concluded that the German flying and air landing
units were quite capable of carrying out Operation MERKUR with success; it
was the poorly organized aerotechnicel ground service system which was the
source of difficultyBg.

The air landing forces could only take light-weight special hand weapons

with them in the transport aircraft. Inasmuch as the enemy had been forced

to leave all his heavy equipment behind during the evacuation of the Greek

mainland, the result

9T - Generalfeldmarschall von Hichthofen, War Diaries as edited by Colonel
Deichmann, page 14 (Karlsruhe Dooument Collection).

98 - MAS are "the secret weapons of the Italian Navy", according to Italian
Air Force General D. Dudovico, "Die Eroberung Kretas aus der Iuft"
(The Occupation of Crete from the Air), page 10.

99 - See "Buropaische Sicherheit" (European Security), Volume 4, 1951, the
article "Operation MERKUR" by Colonel W. Gaul, page 3.

THIS PAGE DECLASSIFIED IAW EQO12958




THIS PAGE DECLASSIFIED IAW EO12958

THIS PAGE DECLASSIFIED IAW EO12958



THIS PAGE DECLASSIFIED IAW EO12958

THIS PAGE DECLASSIFIED IAW EO12958



THIS PAGE DECLASSIFIED IAW EO12958

THIS PAGE DECLASSIFIED IAW EO12958



THIS PAGE DECLASSIFIED IAW EO12958

THIS PAGE DECLASSIFIED IAW EO12958



THIS PAGE DECLASSIFIED IAW EQ12958

THIS PAGE DECLASSIFIED IAW EO12958



THIS PAGE DECLASSIFIED IAW EQO12958

o 62 @

to take charge of the emergency airfields designated for the use of the
eir transport units''); members of the 5th Mountain Infentry Division were
assigned to act as maintenance persomnel. The transport aireraft were bogg-
ed down to their axles in the deep sand covering these airfieldslloo

The parachute and air landing troops were billetted in tents in the
immediate vicinity of their take-off airfialdslll. Everything seemed to be
ready - except that the gasoline for the transport aireraft had not arrived!
Only with the greatest of difficulty could the gasoline needed for the first
transport wave be procured and the aircraft fueled in time to take off on
achedulellz. It took five days before a satisfactory gasoline supply
system could be established,

The troops occupied the waiting time in studying their operational
plans, packing supply containers for later air drop runs (see photographs on

the following page), and in being instructed by military medical officers

3 the maintensuce of health and fighting ability .

109 = See page 15 and 16 of the present study.

110 - Generallentnant von Heyking, Study No. 638, dated 16 April 1947, page
3 (Karlsruhe Document Collection).
111 - Generalmajor K. Seibt, Study dated July 1945; on page 14 we find the
followings "... during the period from 10 through 12 May the final de=
cision waes made regarding the location of the airfields to be used.
With this information in hand, logistical planners could begin to dis-
tribute the parachute and air landing unit to tenting areas near the
girfields. Imckily, the British had left some 2,000 tents behind in
the Piraeus when they evacusted the Greeck mainland..."
112 - See Chapter V, Section 4, of the present study.
113 - Headquarters, XI Air Corps, Operations Branch, No. 1091/41, dated
14 May 1941, classified, "Special Instructions for the Medical Services -
Operation MERKUR" (Karlsruhe Document Collection). Among other things,
this Directive dealt with the prevention of malaria by means of care-
fully-controlled daily doses of Atebrine, the first-aid treatment of
snake bites and scorpion stings, the utilization of portable filter
apparatus to obtain germ-free drinking water, and the prevention of
amoebic dysentery.
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would be able to provide concentrated asir support for the approach flight

and the landing action and to furnish consistent air cover for the sub-
sequent ground fighting.

The main disadvantage inherent in this plen was the inevitability of a
long and difficult struggle over mountainous terrain, for it was certain that
Suda Bay and the airfields located in the eastern half of the island would
enable the enemy to bring in the reinforcements he needed to maintain a
gtrong defense indefinitely. To be sure, it seemed highly unlikely that
the British would attempt to land reinforcements by day in the face of such
overwhelming German air superioriiy. Even strong elements of the VIII Air
Corps, however, which were to move forward to the airfield at Malemes as
soon as it fell into German hands, could probably do little to prevent the
eneny's landing reinforcements u:;lder cover of night,.

The plan (which had been worked out by Fourth Air Fleet plannersus)
had an excellent chance to succeed if the majority of the parachute troops
could be landed deep in enemy territory, with only the minimum number need-

ed to contain the enemy being dropped directly into the enemy positions.

Simultaneous dummy attacks at other points on the island, carried out
117

with paratrooper dolls and automatic noise-maekers "', were planned to dis-

gipate the enemy's defenses and to create confusion during the first, de~

cisive minutes of the landing operation.

1

2. The plan put forward by the XI Air Corps e envisioned simultanecus

attacks

116 - Fourth Air Fleet, Report on Crete, Part C, I, a, page 7.

117 = Dummy attacks and their accomplishment are described in detail by the
author in the study "Westfeldzug 1940" (The Western Campaign of 1940).
They were planned for Crete as well, but had to be dropped because no
‘aircraft could be spared to carry them out.
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at approximately seven differemt points on the island. The advantags, of
course, lay in the rapidity with which key areas could be brought u:‘nder
controln9, thus expediting the final occupation of the igland.

This virtue was outweighed by an insurmountable difficulty - the German
forces, especially the transport aireraft with their load limitations of
twelve paratroopers at a time, were simply too weak. Moreover, the VIII
Air Corps was patently unable to provide adequate air cover for simultaneous
operations at a number of different landing points. Any landing force which
happened to encounter particularly strong enemy defenses would be far too
vulnerable to total destruction.

Without doubt the plan had great merit, in that the enemy would be given
less opportunity to recover from the initial surprise. On the other hand,
just what did German intelligence know about the enemy? All things con=
gidered, very little! And it was chiefly this uncertainty about the enemy
situation which led the planners to reject the proposal of the XI Rir Corps;
coupled with the realization that the VIII Air Corps could hardly be ex-
pected to provide adequate support for several simuditaneous attacks on
various parts of the ialandlzoo

Section 2 = The Advantages and Disadvantages of the Various Operational

Pogsibilities. The Fingl Decision.

The plan submitted by the Fourth Air Fleet envisioned the immediate
egtablishment of a clearly recognizable main focus of operations. Represent-
atives of the XI Air Corps, however; raised the objection that there would

be no way to exploit

119 = Fourth Air Fleet, Report on Crete, page 8.
120 - XTI Air Corps, Report on Crete, Part I, page 13.
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this bridgehead effectively ingsmch as the enenmy, supported by strong
naval forces, would have time to land ship~borne reinforcements at almost
any point on the coast of Crete., Moreover, the enemy's defensive forces in
the island would be able to cut off ‘the landed paratroopers and air landing
troops im the mountains; in addition, the enemy could do much to delay a
rapid advance to the east by simply blocking the island's single usable
highway along the coast.

In summary, the following Iactors made it extremely difficult to
evaluate the military situation and to reach a definite decision regarding
which attack plan was the more promiging.

1. Because of the isolated position of the island, reconnsissance of
eneny positions and evolvement of a detailed picture of the enemy situation
could be accomplished only by means of aerial reccnnaissance. And despite
the fact that the aerial‘ reconnaissance forces did their best, the data
they gathered were not nearly specific, or accurate emoughs As far as the

aerial photographs were concerned, "there was nothing to be seen in them,.."

2« The assembly of the parachute and eir landing units and the con-
centration of such a large number of transport aircraft in ome place were
bonnd to be noticed, thus making it impossible to keep the preparatiomns for
Operation MERKUR,a secrets As a result, the invading force could ha:rdly"
hope to surprise the enemy, and this in turn nullified one of the most
important advantages normally aceruing to an attacking :pu'n.trooper force.

3. Royal Navy strength in the eastern Mediterranean, under the com-
mand of Admiral Cumninghsm, was made up of both hesvy and 1ight umits 22,
most of them stationed at Alexandria. It was clear that an enemy naval forée

of thege proportions

121 - Diary of the Storm Regiment, Volume II (document), page 16.
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was capable of warding off a landing from the sea e.mhn'ra on Crete (ii a
gea landing should be planned in conjunction with the air landing, for
example), particulazdly in view of the relative weakness of the G@ naval
forces and those of her allies. And this deterreni ability would be a danger
until a final decision had been reached regarding the outcome of the struggle
batween the German Iuftwaffe and the Royal Navy. The majority of the Italian
fleet was tied to its own home harbors; it was highly unlikely that it would
come forth to provide au‘pport in Operation MERKUR.

In short, it was evident that Crete could be invaded oaly by means of
a landing from the air.

4« The comparatively great distances separating Crete from the talke-off
bases occupied by the air landing forces in central Greece125, the fact that
the majority of the approach flight route lay over water, and the relatively
large size of the island™24 made it imperstive that the German invaders
(ises the XI and VIII Air Corps) capture Crete's three airfields immediately
and eliminate any &hanoe of effective counter-action on the part of the
enemy air units stationed there. Needless to say, it was of the utmost
importance that the airfie.lds be captured intact so that they could be uti-
lized to accomodate the transport aircraft right away. These two tactical re-
quirements naturally presupposed an operational method with two very distinctk
objectives, a difficult problem under any circumstances and all the more so
in view of the gpeed with which the operatiom had to be carried out.

After careful deliberation, the final plan decided upon by the Commander

in Chief, Luftwaffe, 2

reflected acceptance of the necessity for seizing
the island's three usuable airfields (Malemes, Rethymnon, and Iraklion) in
a sudden coup de main at the very beginning - as a necessary premige to

successful accomplishment of the air landing. An aaiditions.l. fourth group

was to carry out attacks on the capital city of Chania and Suda Bay in order
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Section 3 - The Bvaluation of Aerial FPhotographse.

The data gathered by the aerial reconnaissance forces proved to be of
very little use to the parschute and air landing force5127. This may have
been due, in part, to the lack of practical experience on the part of the
XI Air Corps' reconnaissance squadrons. The air landing operations in
Norway, Holland, and Belgium had been subject tc such rigorous security
measures (in order to assure a surprise attack in each caaa) that aerial re-
connaissance over enemy territory was not permitted prior to the launching
of the operation,

In the case of Operation MEREUR, however, the gathering of information
on the enemy situation and the furnishing of data on which to base tﬁe se=
lection of the best possible landing areas were tasks which could be accomplish-
ed only by aerial reconnaissance forces - particularly in view of the fact
that the available maps of Crete were often difficult to interpret and high-
ly inaccurates

The aerial photographs taken by the Italian Air Force, although out of
date and taken from very high altitude, were hurriedly enlarged and large
quantities of very poor prints made. A mumber of them showed unmistakable

evidence of slterations designed to give support to wishful thiniinglza.

127 - So far the suthor has had mo success in locating any of the original
aerial photographs made by the three reconnaissance squadrons belong-
ing to the VIIT and XTI Air Corps. Thus the present section could be
based only upon the author's own recollections and a few isolated com-
ments found in the various sources congulted. Continued efforts ape
being mede to locate some of the original photographs, many of which
are in the possession of private parties. '

128 = The author recalls, for example, an aerial photograph of northwestern
Crete, about the size of a towel, on which a large airfield was sketched
in the vicinity of Kastelli. FPresumebly it had bemn"recognized and
identified™ as an sirfield. 4An olive oil refinery was outlined as an
"gircraft hangar" and the beach labelled as "runway" - in bligsful dis-
regard of the intervening ditches and the sand,
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The evaluation of aerial photograph'a was admittedly inadequate and ine
capable of providing the operational planners with mo:."e than an incomplete
and, in fact, often inaccurate picture of the enemy situationm. As?fnmtable
result, the plans would not possibly take the true state of affairs into full
account,
There ig no evidence of any lack of effort or efficiency on the part of
the reconnaissance squadrons, On the contrary, their daring low-altitude
runs often provoked enemy defensive fire, and there were & number of casualties
among squadron personnellzg. Crete's subtropical climate, with its ubiquitious
haze and its blinding contrasts between light and dark, made the task all the
more difficult. The enemy's remarkably eifective camouflaging, his deceptive
nea.aurulso,' and his strict discipline made it quite impossible to obtain
more i:'evanling aerial photographs.
Section 4 - Difficulties in the Field of Supply and Logistics - Ground
Orgenization - Signal Communications Network - Transport Facilities -
Take-off Bases (Airfields).
Inasmich as the damaged railway line could not be repaired within the

short time available, all supplies had to be transported by aaa]'}l

. Ubﬂona-
ly, the German Navy had an all-important role to play in the preparations for
the landing on Crete. It had been requested by the Fourth Air Fleet ® place
the necessary sea transport space and - insofar as it was able = and adequate
escort for the t::anaports at the disposal of Operation MERKUR, Taking into
consideration the imminent threat represented by the British fleet, its

task was by no means an easy cme:"5 2.

129 - Captain Lampertsdoerfer, for example, Commander of the Aerial Recon-
naissance Squadron, XI Air Corps, was killed during a reconnsissance
flight over Crete on 9 May 1941.

130 = Dummy installations!
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The ports of destination for all supply transports were the Piraeus

72

and Corinth'>?, The majority of ships, plagued by submarines and delayed
by the contimuing meed for extreme caution in negotiating mine-infested
waters, did not begin arriving until 17 May 1941.

Arriving in the partially destroyed harbors, the ships were unloaded by
members of the German Mountain Infantry Division, and by Greek laborers.
Supply goods were moved on to their final destination by prdv:lsionallyror-
ganized supply columns, made up of troop transport vehicles, These were
able to get through on the few and terribly overcrowded highways of Greece
only after surmounting congiderable difficulty and causing not a little
friction. The XI Air Corps had no supply organization at its disposal for
such operations; everything had to be improvised134¢

Although the provisional "supply columns" were augmented by forces from
the Fourth Air Fleet and the Wwelfth Army ~’, they still had space only for
the most urgently needed supplies. The worst bottleneck was in thé supply
of aviation gasoline. The tanker fleet was too slow amd too small. MNore-
over, the storage tanks at the Firaeus were equipped with highly inefficient
pumping facilities - with a capacity of only 600 barrels per day >0 There
were no gasoline trucks availsble for transport from the harbor to the air-
fieldss As 2 result, the gasoline had to be pumped from the ship into barrels
(see the photograph on the following page), loaded into vehicles, and driven

to the sirfields.There the aircraft had to be refueled by hand - a very time-

consuming affair.

133 = W. Gaul, "Operation MERKUR", in EuropHische Sicherheit" (Buropean
Security), Issue 4, 1951, page 3.

134 - XI' Air Corps, Report on Crete, Part I, page 7.

135 - The Headquarters, XI Air Corps, had been assigned only a "staff, senior
column commander" (Stab eines hoeheren Kolonnenfuehrers) under General=
major von Mackensen. The Air Corps had to provide the vehicles,

_
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In their preparations for the air landing oz; Crete, the XI Air Corps
and the flying units concerned were dependent upon a poorly organized and
numerically weak ground organization in & country which had just come inte
Germen hands. And inasmuch as the Fourth Air Fl.eet, given over-all res-
ponsibility for Operation MERKUR, was simultaneously engaged in preparations
for the coming campaign in Russia, there was little hope of ameliorating the
situation in Greece. Most of the work was done by prisoners without adequate
supervigion - by hand, without tools of any kiﬁd.

The airfields and roads suffered particularly from the lack of an ade-
quate ground supporting organizations Only three advanced airfield commands
from the VIIT Air Corps had any kind of ground serf¥ice system at all.

"The two Air Corps had to take over ground organization services thanselras"14n.
This meant additional improvisation! For example, an older Army officer
agsigned to one of the perfectly inadequate fields as airfield commander had
the runway leveled off with ploughs and harrows - the result was such a

dense pall of dust that it was impossible for aircraft to take off in quick
succession for close formation flight...“]'.

"The airfields were deserts in which the heavily laden aircraft sank in
up to their axles in fine, powdery amd.“l‘?a Whenever an aireraft took off

or landed, it was enveloped in clouds of dust rising as high as 3,300 feet,

140 - Quoted from the Fourth Air Fleet's Report on Crete, page 3. This
passing the buck for responsibility of one of the most important
functions of an air fleet naturally led to friction rather than to
cooperation - as the comment clearly indicates,

141 - Baged on & report to the suthor by Wolonel H. Goetzel. Col. Goetzel was
a member of the group responsible for reconncitering asirfields for the
XI Air Corps (stationed at Topolia).

142 - Generalleutnant Ruediger von Heyking, Study No. 638, "Einsatz Kreta des
K.Gez.b.V. 2" (Bmployment of the 24 Special Duty Bomber Wing in Crete),
page 3 ff,
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and henging over ths airfield in the dry heat of the windless valleys.

The dust could be laid somewhat by fire-fighter platoons and sprinkler
truck§ to wo¥ down the roads, but relief was very shortlived. The over-
crowded conditions at the majority of the sirfields were bound to have a
detrimental effect on the accomplishment of the operation. Most of the
fields were go small that only one squadron could take off im quick succession
at & tine't, la prasties take=0PPs revealed, it todk seiesbesn inuitos
for the dust to settle sufficiently amd visibility to improve enough for the
next take-off. It took over an hour before a transport wing whose aircraft
took off from two different fields was fully assembled in the air and ready
to begin its flight., These practice take-offs proved to be necessary to
permit computation of the time needed to get a unit into the air, in formationm,
and on the way to its appointed targets

It was nothing less than miraculous that the aircraft engines, though
covered with a thick coat of red sand, managed to stand up under the strain.

On 16 May 1941 three ships docked at the Piraeus with supplies for the
troops fighting in Crete., Since these supplies were not in pre-packed air
drop containersl44, they had to be packed for transport by untrained personnel
unfamiliar with the proper technigques for packing such items as ammunition,
food, drinking water, ete. The packing of air drop containers requires
practice and ekill (see the photograph on the following page) in order to
assure that the supplies packed will arrive at their final destination in

fully serviceable condition.

143 - Generalleutnant von Heyking, study No. 638, page 5.
144 - Even since August 1940, nearly all the pre-packed containers had been
stored at Laon in preparation for Operation SEELOEWE (Sealion).

THIS PAGE DECLASSIFIED IAW EQO12958



THIS PAGE DECLASSIFIED IAW EQ12958

THIS PAGE DECLASSIFIED IAW EO12958



THIS PAGE DECLASSIFIED IAW EQO12958

78
suitable unlcading areasl45.

The fleet of "light" transport ships (i.e. the motor boats) was loaded
with the gear which the parachute regiments had not been able to take with
theml46 - weapons, ammunition, signal equipment, medical supplies, motor=-
cycles, ete, - rather than with the usual type of supplies, The heavy trans=
port ships were to bring over such items as tanks, artillery pieces, anti=-
aircraft guns, ammunition, motor wvehicles, etc.

Time was too short to fit the troops with light-weight tropical clothing.

' Thus the paratroopers landed in Crete in their heavy jump suits - woollen
tropsers, heavy shirts, overalls, arm and leg padss This uniform was hardly
.adaptad to the climatic conditions of the south, and it proved a consider-
able hindrance to its wearers in the accomplishment of their mission147.

During the pre-employment medical orientation of the troépa, the gresatest
emphasis was placed on the prevention of malaria. Portable water filters
were brought from the Army supply depot at the Piraeus in a concentrated
effort to obviate the spread of dysentery and other tropical diseases. The

spirit of cooperation existing between the Luftwaffe and Army medical authorities
in their joint work to preserve the health and fighting ability of the land-

ing force was exemplary. Whenever additional medicine, medical personnel, or
equipment were needed, a Ju-52 was dispatched to the home area and the re-

guired items were made immediately available14a.

145 - Generalmajor Seibt, study dated July 1945, pege 7; the naval group was
under the command of Lt Senior Grade (Kapitaenleutnant) Bartels,

146 = Meindl Group, Operations Branch Report No. 104-41, classified, 13 May
1941, paragraph 1 ff.

147 - Headquarters, XI Air Corps, Operations Branch, Report No. 1839/41,
claspified, 2 October 1941, page T.

148 - Generalfeldmarschall von Richthofen, Diaries as edited by Colonel Deich-
mann, page 11 ff,

... . ... - —
THIS PAGE DECLASSIFIED TAW EO12958



THIS PAGE DECLASSIFIED IAW EQO12958

The difficulties involved in establishing an adequate signal communications
system could rw}: be overcome so easily. The available manpower and equipmert
wag simply not sufficient to restore such a large a;k, 80 recently devastated
by war that everything had to be built up from soratch, The signal regiments
of the Fourth Air Fleet were already working oh.preparations for the Russian
theater of war and could not be spared for Greece; .the signal units be-
longing to the two Air Corps were already overburdened149. Sabotage by
enemy agents was frequent and effective and communications lines were often
disrupted just when they were most vitally needed. Here, too, the lack of
personnel and eguipment made it impossible to ameliorate the situation.

In the remote and mountainous section of Greece, signal communications
lines had to bridge aﬁormouaLy long distances in order to connect the many
units operating there with their headquarters and with each other. The need
for a effective wire communications system was all the more urgent, inasmuch
as the denger of enemy monitoring made radio communication inadvisable
during the assembly and deployment of the invasion force.

The headquarters staffs of both the VIIT and the XI Air Coprs were locat-
ed in Athens (though not in the same part of the city), while the Fourth
Air Fleet had detached only a smell advance staff to the Greek capital. On
9 May 194117 the Ohief of the Luftwaffe General Staff arrived at Fourth Air
Fleet headguarters, reducing to a minimum the delay involved in obtaining
top-level decisions. The communications system hurriedly set up to serve the
flying units and the troops assigned to the various airfields proved highly
unsatisfactory and even during the first few days of operations led to un-

pleasant and far-reaching frictionlsl. The lack of a

149 - Fourth Air Fleet, Report on Crete, pages 2 and 3.
150 - Fourth Air Fleet, Report on Crete, page 3, paragraph 6.
151 - Chapter B, Section 3, 1, of the present study.

s e T R ey S P g
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signal communications company with the express and exclusive mission of
serving the Greek airfield area (actually a responsibility of the Fourth Air
Fleet) made itself painfully felt, Instead, the 4lst Signal Battalion, XI
Air Corps, was forced to furnish the persomnel needed to establish and main-
tain the communications networklse.

The antiaircraft artillery forces suffered from a similar shortage in
personnel and equipment. And in view of the large number of targets in the
troop assembly area which required protection from enemy air raids, their
mission was almost impossible of accomplishment, Within the assembly and
take-off areas assigned to the two Air Corps (in eemtral and southern Greece),
there were only sixteen heavy ani seventeen light antiaireraft arﬂllery
batteries available to defend a total of fifteen airfields as well as the
harbors of the Piraeus and Gorinthlss. Searchlights were not to be had.

In order to provide some sort of protection against low-altitude raids on
the airfields and tenting areas, the troops had to furnigh and man their own
machine guns.

During the day the enemy aireraft steered clear of the Greek mainland as
a rules It was chiefly the British ni.ght raids that caused the damage;
the losses suffered by the V‘II'I Air Corps, especially, were very highls‘.
Summary

A well equipped take-off area is of vital importance to the success of
an air landing operation. The take-off area for Operation MERKUR, located
in a part of Greece which was still in enemy hands at the time the first

operational ordersrvara igsued and

152 - Generalmajor Seibi, study dated July 1945, page 15,

153 - See Appendix 3 of the Fourth Air Fleet, Report on Crete (The Buployment
of Antiaireraft Artillery in the Troop Assembly Area").

154 - War Diary of Generalfeldmerschall von Richthofen, edited by Colonel
Deichmann, page 13. In accordance with this source, the British carried

e b L N st
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the troops were beginning preparations for the move to their assigned assembly
points, was by far the worst yet encountered since the beginning of the war.
Tts many inadequacies were bound to have an adverse influence on the course
of the events. Its poorly equipped airfields and its appalling lack of
asrotechnical sarvi;e tacilities made the take-off ome of the most exasperate
ing factors of the entire operation against Gretel55.

There was no clear division of respongibility among the supply units of
the XI Air Corps. Instead of their being separated into two over-all groups,
one t§ handle supply services in the take-off area and the other to arrange
for supply reinforcements into the target erea, o single agency was regponsible
for both functionsl56. The inevitable result was a high degree of improvisation,

The uncertainty of the gasoline supply was a source of danger for the en-
tire operation. If the enemy ghould employ unexpectedly large.air and naval
forces to repel the invasion, any bottleneck in the gasoline supply line
could spell asutomatic failure for the attackers,

Due to the fact that they were so overburdened with secondary and even
trivial problems during ;ha preparatory period, the air transport units,
the parachute forces, and the air landing troops had little opportunity to
prepare thamsel;ea psychologically for the coming operation.

Section 5 = Postponement of the Original Invasion Deadline,
Hitler had set 15 May 1941 as the date for launching the opsration

against Cretelsz The belated arrival of the gupply ships and the difficulties

155 ~ General Student, at a command confersnce held on 25 September 1941.
See Appendix Volume II, page 3, paragraph 2,
156 - This agency was the Office of the Quartermaster, XI Air Corps (Lt. Colonel
 Seibt),
157 = See page of the Introduction to the present study.

— e e e e
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encountered in mnviné adequate stores of aviation gasoline to the take-off
airfields necessitated postponement of the original deadline - first until
18 May and then until 20 May, The two factors just named were of such vital
importance that it was unthinkable that the offensive could be launched go
long as they were still unseitled,

Did thi; postponement represent an advantage or a disadvantage as far as
the gtrength of the inveder's position was concerned? There are two dia=
metrically opposed views in this connection,

1, Generaloberst Student is of the opinion that the invaaioﬁ of Crete
would have been far easier if it had been undertaken at a later datolSB.
"The heavy ingrease in shipping traffic in Suda Bay, noted by our reconnaissance
aireraft at thg end of April 1941, was due to purely technical reasons.
Itlrepreaanted nothing more than an intermediate stop-over for the British
troops which had been expelled from Greece and were on their way to Palestine
or Egypt for reformation. They were prevented from leaving the island by
the growing intensity of the sir attacks carried out by von Richthofen's
forces ... Thus the German attacks had the effect of holding a strong
enemy force on Crete against its will, Finally, as it became apparent that
a German invasion of the island was in the offing, no further atitempts to
move these troops were made. Obviously, the Germgn invasion of Crete was
Jjust a few weeks too earlyl"

2. The VIII Air Go:p3159 continues to defend the view that every

single day's

158 = See "Der deutsche Fallschirmjaeger" (The German Paratrooper), special
issue dated May 1953, "Crete, the Turning Point fop Germany's Parachute
Forceg", page 3.

159 - As one of a number of examples, the reader is referred to a letter o
the author from General der Flieger Rudolf Meister, Retired, (dated
7 July 1956)s A more detailed account of the difficulties and conflicts

among high-level command agencies will be found in Chapter 6 of the pre-
sent study.

illlllllllllllIlllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllilIllllIIIIIIl--------------l

THIS PAGE DECLASSIFIED IAW EQO12958




THIS PAGE DECLASSIFIED IAW EQO12958

| . o

83

delay in the parachute landing would give the enemy additional time in which
to organize the defenses of the island, to provide the troops fleeing from
the Greek mainland with new supplies of weapons and ammunition, and even

to bring in additional forces from Egypt.

When it became known that the island's defenses had been placed under
the command of Gensral Freyberg, a highly sompetent officer from Be? Zealandlso.
German planners could hardly assume that an officer of such remowned ca=
pabilities would be appointed merely to clear the island and to expedite
the transfer of the British troops to Bgypt and Syria. Then, too, Churchill =
as Great Britain's Premier - was a devotee of the World War I concept of
planning, namely that an invasion of the European mainland could best be
acoomplished from the southeastern Hediterransanlsl. Only uncontested
possession of the igland of Crete could offer the British a chance to try
out this theory during World War II.

It was undeniable that any delay in the launching of the attack served
to strengthen the enemy's defenses. Even so, there were a number of advan-
tages inherent in postponement, viz:

The constant bombardments and low-altitude harrassing raids
carried out by the VIII Air Corps helped to weaken the morale of the de-

fenders. In addition, the intensity of the German attacks forced the

majority of the enemy air forces stationed on Crete to withdraw

160 - D, i, Daving, Crete, London 1953, page 41 ff.

161 - Exemples of this concept were the British lending at Gallipolli (om
the Dardanelles) -in April 1915 and the Anglo-French landing at Salonica
in October 1917 (?).

-lllIIllllllllIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIlllIlllllIIIIlIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIII
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by strongly concentrated antiaircraft artillery of all cal_ihara.

Reports on the development of the naval situation during the period be-
tween the original deadline and the newly established one 1nﬁicata that
mines were laid along the northern coast of the island toward off even
small boatsws. German aerial reconnaissance units noticed a sharp increase
in shipping traffic in the harbors on the southern coast of the island,
egpecially at Ierapetra. It could not be defermined whether loading or un-
loading operations were in progress or whether the cargo consisted of
troops, foodstuffs, or other aupplielsso

On the whole, it would seem that the postponement of the original in=
vasion date by a few days had relatively little influence on the course of
events. The important thing, of course, was to make certain that all the
fighting in the Balkan theater of operations (including the invasion of
Grete) should be concluded prior to the beginning of the campaign against
Soviet Russia (ocheduled for 22 June 1941).

This was clearly a prerequisite, for each unit tied down elsewhere by
operational necessity meant a reductiom in the striking power marshalled
%o destroy the Russian enemy as rapidly as possible. It is difficult to
judge the extent to which this might have applied to the parachute and air
landing forces, for there is no way of telling where and under what cire
cumstances their employment during the initial phase of the Russian campaign

could have led to an ultimately successful outcomem?.

165 - Hgs, XI Air Corps, Intelligence Branch, Enemy Data Sheet, No. 3, II, es

166 = Hgs XI Air Corps, Intelligence Branch, Enemy Data Sheet No. 3, 2, d
(perteining to the landing of reinforcements) and D.M. Davim, Crete,
page 76 ff (British and German Preparations).

167 - General Meindl, Memorandum "Einsatz der Fallschirm- und Luftlande-
truppen im Osten" (The Employment of Parachute and Air Landing Forces
on the Eastern Front), 11 March 1942, Karlsruhk Document Collections
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from bases located on the island itself or at Scarpanto, and when Ttalian
pocket battleships began to force their way into Suda Bay, the enemy naval
forces were expelled from the Aegean and the Straits of Caso, at the eastern
edge of Crete, were blocked to ses traffic’’l,

The attacks carried out by the VIII Air Corps on the island of Crete
and the coastal waters surrounding it can be divided into several se]‘;arate
phases.

Section 1 = Disruption of the Enemy's Preparations for the Defense of the
Island. ’
1. *tteeks on the astinireraft positions set up et the potentinl hundine
172

areas ®

Transport aircraft flying at an altitude from 330 to 490 feet and at the
relatively slow speed required for releasing parachute forces are inevitebly
& highly valnerable target of almost barndoor size for ememy antiaircraft
artillery of all calibers, Accordingly, the chief mission of the VIII Air
Corps' dive bombers was to eliminate enemy antiaircraft artillery emplacements
located near the airfields and &t the paratrooper release points. The high
degree of effectiveness achieved by the VIII Air Corps is apparent when we
note that only seven Ju~52's (out of & total of approximately 500) were lost
as & result of antiaircraft artillery fire during the entire operation on
Greterﬂ, and this in spite of the fact that enemy preparations in this regard

were extremely thoroughs

171 - Cenersl Domenico Iudovico, report in "Revista Aeronautica" (Aeronsutics
Magazine), Volume XXVI, No. 7, 1950, page 15 (of the photocopy)s

172 = Fourth Air Fleet, Report on Crete, page 14, paragraph 2, mentions the
elimination of enemy antiaircoraft defenses at the paratrooper landing areas
ag the most vital goal for the supporting air upits. The XI Air Corps!'
Report (Part I, pages 14 and 15) states that the invesion of Crete on
14 May 1941 was immediately preceded by an air raid to eliminate enemy
antisireraft artillery batteries.

THIS PAGE DECLASSIFIED IAW EQO12958




=




THIS PAGE DECLASSIFIED IAW EQO12958

88

The VIII Air Corps faced an even more frustrating situation than the XI
Air Corps as regarded the procurement of aviation gasoline, ammmition, etc.
The first item to become unavailsble was hmbslu. For the most pert, the
supply line was maintained by air transport (carried out by the VIII Air Corps

jtself) as far as the take-off bases 1o,

174 = War Diary of Generalfeldmarschall von Richthofen, as edited by Colonel
Deichmann, page Be

175 = War Diary of Generalfeldmarschall von Richthoten, as edited by Colonel
Deichmanm, The following is quoted from page 59: "In evaluating the
guocess of the VIII Air Corps -in Crete, we must give due credit to the
transport units = the Beckmamn group. They were faced with tremendous
distances between the supply bases and the advanced operational air-
fields being used by the VIII Air Corps, and these distances had to be

covered under incredibly bad weather conditions end with appallingly little
support in the way of adequate merotechnical services.

Our flying units were absolutely dependent upon the supply runms
flown by the transport aircraft. All of our aircraft - dive bombers,
gingle-engine fighters, ground support aircraft, twin-engine fighters,
bombers, and reconnaissance aircraft =~ would have been grounded without
them, The average distance covered by each transport aircraft each day
was 1250 miles,

The air transport group chalked up & total milesge of 1,250,000,
(ta the opinion of the author, this figure must include the miles flown
during the Balkan campaign &s well; there seems to be no distinotion
mede between the Balkan campaign and the operation on Crete)s During
this period they transported more than 1,102,300 lbs. of bombs,
3,968,316 1bs. of miscellaneous supplies, and 3,762,385 lbs. of aviation
gesoline and sircraft lubricants." )

In asddition, the majority of the ground organization personnel were
also moved by air.

During the preliminary operations in Crete, the air transport group
was :.charged with 1:6!;;!&:»2:.511:i.'!»:i.’t:y‘q:fT the initial equipment as well as the
continuing supply of the airfields located on the islands of Rhodes end
Scarpantos

—
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2. Tttacks By Domber aircrait on ihe bivousc srea south of Melemes (mear

Chania),
There are very few military barracks in Crete and the ones which exist
(at Traklion, Rethymnon, Chania, and Suda Bay) are extremely small, As a
result, the meajority of the British and Greek troops on Crete were lodged in
bivouac areas and provisionmal barracks in the vicinity of the potential para=-
chute and sir landing points along the northern coast. The scattered and prim=
itive native settlements were obviously incapable of oftering billets ful=-

176

filling even mininum hygienic requirements ' , The units of the VIII Air Corps,

relying partly on intelligence data and partly on pure intuition, subjected
these billeting areas to constant bombardment in en attempt to weaken enemy
BmlB‘thl.’Tc

The bombardments, in turn, were inextricably comnected with:

3. Kt ts to @ B communications.

In an effort to cut off the defending troops from their command headquarters,
the roads leading to and from the larger towns and cities wereblocked by bomb=
ardnantna. This goal was commensurate with the thinking that the atiack plan
of the X1 Air Corps would lead sutomstically to success provided that the
enemy could be prevented from shifting his defense forces from ome point to
enother during the first dsy of the air landing operation’!’, Nonetheless,

the success of the attaclks carried out by the

176 = In the recollection of the author, who spent several weeks on Crete (most
of them in a tent), the houses inhabited by the rural population of the
islend were usually of clean and inviting eppearance, despite the fact
that they sbounded in bugs of &1l varieties., The privete villas of
wealthy merchants were occasionally commandeered as billets for staff
personnel or as hospitel buildingse.

177 = Fourth Air Fleet, Report on Crete, page l4e

178 = These attacks were, for the most part, complete and utter fiascosl The

=S =
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VIII Air Corps was won at the price of a fairly serious risk if we consider the
' emount of guesswork involved in the official evalustion of the ememy situstion™ ',
As & result of other, inviolsble deadlines, both time and ammmition were

in relatively short supplyml, which made it extremely difficult to complete

the preliminery preperetions for Operation MEREUR., As General von Richthofen
expresses it, "... every single bomb had to be subjected to the most grudging

scrutiny before it was free to be utilized."

Section 2 - The Expulsion of the Alexandrisn Fleet from the Waters north of
. Crete (the reader is slso referred to page ff).

n,,, Pinally, on 22 Mey, we received a report to the effect that the con-
tingent based in Alexandria (consisting of two battleships, one aircraft
carrier, four cruisers, and fifteen destroyers) was on its way to Oreto...“mz.
These brief statement gives full expression to the meé.smesa felt by the
majordty of clear-thinking military experts. The parachute amd air landing
forces could probably be brought to Crete with little or no diffieulty.

But how would they be able to hold their own if ocean supply lines ahoﬂ be
disrupted?

The paratrooper wnits, who had already experienced British ship-based

artillery (Farvik, 1940), issued special combat ordersm3. Any intervention

1 on the part of the very strong British naval units,

180 = The following statement appears in Generalfeldmerschell von Richthofen's
diary under dete of 17 May 1941: "Even today we have sbsolutely no de=
finite information regarding the strength and will to resist of the de=
fending force on Crete..."

181 - See the diary of Gemeralfeldmarschall von Richthofen, page 13; General
Jeschonnek, Chief of the Iuftwaffe General Steff, insisted that preper-
ations be cut short.

182 - Generalfeldmarschall wvon Richthofen, War Diary, page 16 ff.

_
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reinforced by additional unite summoned from Malta or Cyprus, must be prevented
at all costs by means of attecks carried out by the VIII Air Corpam. The
Italian naval forces stationed in the Aegean were not equipped to provide
really effective protection. They had six torpedo boats based at Scarpanto

and Rhodes, which were to operate together with a force of German dive-bombers

to block the Caso Streits, on the eastern coast of Crete. As was inevitable in

in view of the vastly superior British strength, they failed miserably in the
beginning.

German military leaders were, as & matter of fact, fully aware of these
develofinents; however, they were firmly convinced of the fact that the

British aircraft carriers in the Mediterranean (Fmidabhms s Ark Royal, Argus,

Furious, and Fintorinmms), which would have represented a very serimms danger,
would not be committed in the battle for Crete because of their extreme wul-
nerebility. Even a minor hit, serious enough to damage the take-off deck,

was capable of putting an aireraft carrier out of action for a fairly long

time. During the period in question, the British carriers were engaged in

transporting troops and aircraft to the Near Ea.atm?.

The area of operations assigned to the VIII Air Corps in the eastern

Mediterranean, i.e. over the watersaurounding the island of Crete, encompassed

a mmber of focal points for action against the Royal Havy.

184 -~ Eapeoisily since the X Lir Corps was still statiomed in Sicily at that time.

185 -~ The Formidable was badly hit by German dive-bombers from the 2d Dive-
Bomber Wing (based in Africa) northwest of Alexandria on 26 May and was
put out of action as far es operations in the Mediterranean were con-
cexned,

186 = The War Diary of Generalfeldmarschall von Richthofen, pege 10 ff,

187 - Generslfeldmarschall von Richthofen's War Diary makes special mention
(peges 16 and 17) of the tramsport of 140 Hurricenes and 18 Fulmars to the
Fear East in early May 1941. In this commection, see also Churchill,
opscite, page 292: "How fortumate that the Formidable was not sent into
action -~ she would surely have been sunk ..."
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l. BHeavily-srmed and fast-moving British navel units, including submarines,
were stationed directly north of Crete, presumably rifh orders to head off any
force attempting to invade the island from the sea and to hold amy enemy force
landed by air under constent fire.

2. The British supply line, the only route by which troops, ammunition,
weapons, and other supplies could be brought in to reinferce the island's
garrison, .ran along the southern coast of Crete.

3. Crete's harbors, particularly Suda Bay, valre of great importance to
the British forces.

British naval operations, under the direction of Admiral Cumningham, en=
circled the island of Crete from the east and west, the navel wmits approaching
by way of the Straits of Caso, on the one gide, and Cythers, on the other.

In addition, the battleships Werspite and Veliant, protected by an escort of
eight destroyers, were enchored northwest of Crete under the command of Admiral
Hewlings, ready to meet the antioipated intervention of the Ifalian na.vyma.

The British fleet, despite its superior strength, was st a distinot dis-
advantage in that the British air baseés in the Near East were too far away to
permit direct air support. In addition, the "closely limited" area of operation
and the weather conditions obtaining thareinmg also proved to be unfavorable
factors for the British. The prevailing haze and light cloud cover served to
asgist the VIII Air Corps in its attacks. Moreover, the British naval forces
were close to a::ha.uationlgo inasmuch as they had been on uninterrupted duty

in the Mediterranesn theater since the end of February, i.e. since the start

of operations in Greece.

188 = Churchill, op.cit., page 287.

189 = Churchill, op.cit., page 292 ff,

190 - Based on & report from the British Commander in Chief in the Mediter-
renean to the Admirelty (Churchill, op.cit.).
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On the other hand, we mst take into consideration the fact that the
VIII Air Corps, as a "growmd support force", m entirely unfamiliar with
its new mission of combatting enemy forces at sea. Furthermore, the relative=
1y limited range of the aircraft model in use at that time made the long
approach flight over the Aegean somewhat of & trial for the crews,

The “softening" air attacks carried out against Crete by the VIII Air
Corps during the last half of May 1941, had the approximate effect of a
blockade of the island. Iess than 3,000 of the 27,000 tons of supplies which

the British attempted to ship to the island were successfully landedd, m

addition, the problem of landing troop reinforcements became more and more
difficult as the VIII Air Corps attacks became more intense,

General Freyberg, in command of the defending force, was convinced that
his troops were adequate to their mission provided thet they could be reinforeced
'i;l:h weapons and vehicles landed on the ulam!lge. It was due to the dive-
bombers and bombers of the VIII Air Corps that theee reinforcements did not
reach Crete,

On 18 May 1941, Sude Bay wes subjected to bombardment by three bomber
groups from the VIIT Air Corps’®>, ‘A1) the enemy shipe lying at anchor in
the harbor were hit by Germen bombs; the cruiser York exploded. The port
area wes so covered with smoke and haze that pinpoint bombardment wes out of
the question.

The air landing on Crete would have been quite impossible without the

successful operstions of the VIII Air Corps against the British naval forcese

* * *

191 - Churchill, op.cit., peze 278,
192 = Churchill, op.cit., page 28l.
193 = War Diary of Generalfeldmarschall von Richthofen, page 15.
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Section 3 = Achievement of Air Supremacy over the Aegean.
Enemy air attack represented the moet serious danger during the relative-

1y slow approach flight of the German transport aireraft to the island of

Crete and during the landing of parachute forces over the island. Accordingly,
the elimination of the ememy sireraft based on Crete (insofar as possible)
was incorporated into preliminary planning,

Air supremacy over the island, at least during the daylight hours, was
reckoned to be of primery importance to the successful outcome of the air land-
ing operation.

As of 1 May 1941, there were six British Haorricenes end seventeen "old~-
fashioned"” aircraft based at the airfields of 0““194. These air forces
were strengthsned during early May, so that by the time the German air attacks
begen, the island harbored twelve Blenheims, six Hurricanes, twelve Gladiators,

and six Fulmars and Brewsters cmb:i.ued195. According to reports, however, only
50% of these aircraft were actually operable. The majority of the enemy air-
oraft{ were based at Iraklion; only the fighters utilized Malemes and Rethymmon
as take-off fields.

The enemy aircraft strength mmst have been subject to constant fluctuation,
for it is extremely umlikely that the forces detailed above could have carried

out the frequently mentionsd bombardment of the Greek take-off bases utilized

by the VIII and XI Afr Corps*,

194 - Chmrchill, op.cit., page 274.

195 = Churchill, op.cit., page 279 ff.

196 = War Diary of Generslfeldmarschall von Richthofen, pages 14 and 15. The
entry for 18 May 1941: "“Our airfield is attacked during the night by a
force of fifteen British bombers «.."

THIS PAGE DECLASSIFIED IAW EQO12958




THIS PAGE DECLASSIFIED IAW EQO12958

™ #

95
We can only sssume that Crete was utilized as an intermediate landing field
for British air units stationed in Egypt and charged with the accomplishment
of air attacks on the European Continente.

Begimming with 18 Mgy 1941, the VIIT Air Corps concentrated its operations
on the three airfields of Crete. All day lomg, small bands carried out harras=—
ging attacks on the British n:ir.haaas on the island. A total of fifteen
British machines was destroyed ~ with no Germen losses whatsoever>!,

Before long the British had no alternative but to reorganize their hopeless
inferiority in the sirj in consequence, they transferred "the remaining air-

craft" to bases in Egyptlga.

Summary

There are various views regarding the effectiveness of the attacks carried
out by the VIII Air Corps, insofar as they concerned the island 1ts§lf.

" .. we know less than nothing about the ememy situation. We never hear
anything but rumors, and we lmow well enmough how much faith can be attached to
thcao".199

" .. since the bomber pilots had no exsct information as to the British

defense positions, any hits aschieved were the result of pure lwok. The over-all

4200

effectiveness, as a result, was comparatively slight ee.

197 - Generalfeldmarschall von Riohthofen, War Diary, page 15.

196 = Churchill, op.cit., page 279,

199 - General der Bebirgstruppen Julius Ringel, Retired, "Hurra, die Gamsl"
(Three Cheers for the Goatl), in praise of the exploits of the 5th Moun=
tain Infantry Division, Ieopold Stocker, Graz and Goettingen, November
1956, page 64.

200 - Ringel, op.cit., page Bl.

THIS PAGE DECLASSIFIED IAW EQO12958




THIS PAGE DECLASSIFIED IAW EQO12958

® 06 .

The two opinions just quoted are typical of the view hald by the German
krmy., Representatives of the VIII Air Corps, however, were just as firmly
convinced of the efficacy of the cperations they had carried outs "... this
(i.e. air attack) was tsa only wey in which the organization of Crete's de-
fenses could be rendered more diffioult and the fighting morale of the de-

1 It was due to the

fending force subjected to systematic -eakoning“.zo
attacks of the VIII Air Corps that the majority of the enemy air forces with=
drew to Egypt, as a2 result of which the German air landing ;peration en-
countered no fighter airoraft whatsoever.

Evaluation of aerial photographs of the island was of no value whatso-
ever, The mountainous character of the landscape, the haziness so character—
istic of the island's weather conditions, and the relatively strong enemy
antiaireraft artillery sli combined to make it impossible for the German
reconnaissance forces to obtain usable data, especially in view of the ex=
cellent camouflaging techniques employed by the enemy.

Suda Bay was full of sunken ahipazoz, which created a great deal of
difficulty for British naval maneuvers; these could be carried out only
under cover of darknesgs in view of the ever-present threat of enemy air attacks.

The preliminary battle between the German Luftwaffe and thes British
naval forces in the eastern Mediterranean found its culmination in the
overvhelming success achieved by the VIII Air Corps. If this success had
been properly exploited, the British position in the Mediterranean could have

3

been congiderably weakenedzo .

201 - Based on a letter to the suthor from General der Flieger Rudolf
Meister, Hetired, under date of 7 July 1956, page 2, paragraphlV,

202 - The reader is also referred to D.M. Davin, op.cit., page 86: "List of
ships sunk or damaged in Suda Bay - warships and merchant ships".
During May 1941, nine warships were sunk, including one heavy cruiser.
During the same pericd, approximately 50,000 tons of transport shipping,
including one 10,000 ton oil tanker, were also destroyed.
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CHAPTER VIII
The Order to Attack.
At 4he instigation of the Commander in Chisf, Luftwaffe2 ¥, the spscial

orders issued for Operation MERKURZD)

encompassed the following pointss

1, The XI Air Corps, as a part of the first attack wave, was to take
possession of the airfield at Malemes and the enemy strongholds at Chania
and Suda Bay during the forenoon of the first day of operations (see the
chart on the following pa.ge).

2., The second wave, to be flown during the afternocon of the first
day of operations, was to capture the airfields at Iraklion and Rethymnon.

In order to carry out these missiors effectively, the XI Air Corps
divided its total available strength (i.e. its own parachute forces and the
airborne infantry troops from the $th Mountain Infantry Division) into three
separate combat units, as follows:

1. Combat Group West, under the command of Generalmajor Meindl (Com-
manding General of the Storm Begiment), consisted of the Storm Regiment
plus reinforcements.

2. Combat Group Center, led by Generalleutnant Susssmann (Commanding .
General, Tth Air Division), was composed of the 2d4 and 3d Parachute Regiments,
corps and division specialized units, and one mountain infantry regiment.
(Combat Group Center represented t:he focal point of operations as far as
coordination of the whole was concerned - it was responsible for integrating
movements in various part of the island.)

3, Combat Group East, under the leadership of Generalleutnant Ringel
(Commanding General, 5th Mountain Infantry Division) wae made up of the lst
Parachute Regiment and the majority of the 5th Mountain Infantry Division.

(This wes to be the point of main activity as far as the air landing itself

was concerned,)
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The Germen plan of attack for Crete had been worked out with painstaking
cares and with great attention to detail. OUbjectively speaking, there was
no reason why the island could not be occupied in a sudden coup - provided
there were no unforeseen difficulties to comtend with.

Buccessful invasion of the island was based on the fact that there were
three airfields available, If one of these should fail to be captured during
the initial phase of the attack, there always remained the possibility of de-
viating German air traffic to one of the others which was already in German
hands. In short, the invading force had three irons in the fire - one of
them was bound to lead to success,

The invasion orders issued to the XI Air Corps made it unmistakably olearzos

that the island of Crete was to be bfought under German control to serve as &
base from which air warfare could be carried on over the eagtern Mediterransan.
On the other hand, these orders make no mention whatsoever of a contemp=
lated stbsequent action ageinst the Suez Canal or to relieve the troops
fighting in North Africa. This is probably due to explicit orders from Hitler
himself; &as we have already pointed out, he considered the occupation of
Cretela fitting conclusion to the Balkan campaign rather than the beginning
of & new series of operations.
The orders dealt with the usual evaluastion of the enemy situation with
conegpicuous brevity - for the simple reason that next to nothing could be
discovered about 1207,

The suggested plan of operation provided for the landing of the XI Air

Corps in two waves for the following reasons:

206 - Appendix 4, Operations Orders, XI Air Corps, dated 12 May 1941, page l.
207 = Appendix 4, page 1, paragraph 2 (which refers to three enemy data
gheets containing obsolete information),.
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Major Kroh's group jumped sbout two and one-half miles east of ife
assigned terget area and landed on rocky, mountainous terrain = scatterad over
some five milesl! The losses suffered as a ;-esult of landing injuries end sudden
enemy artillery selvos were so high that the Battalion had to abendon all hope
of carrying out its mission, the capture of the airfield (see the diagrem on the
following pege; somewhat later, an air drop point was esteblished east of
the group's position in order to keep it supplied with ammmition and food
in its desperate fight sgainst the Greek partisans).

Most of Captain Wiedermamn's group landed far wide of the appointed ares,

stumbled onto stronmgly fortified ememy positions, and was deoimatedza?’.

The Begiment Steff Group suffered the same fate.

And the hopelessness of the situation at Rethymmon could not even be re-

ported to the Air Landing Corps in Athens; the radio equipment had all been

deatroyed.
Combat Group Enst.

The 1st Parachute Regiment, reintorced by the II Battelion, 2d Parachute
Regiment, one compeny from the Paracimte Machine-Gun Battelion, end one com-
peny from the Parachute Medical Bettalion, and under the command of Colonel
Briuer was sssigned the task of seizing the city and the eirfield at Iraklion
(see the disgram on the following pege).

The epprosch flight was carrisd out, on the aversge, two and one-half

hours later than plamedza4.

Many of the transport airereft ran into extreme=
1y heavy entisircraft ertillery and machine-gun fire and a mmber of them

crashed in flames.

283 = XI Air Corps, Report on Crete, Part II, page 20,
284 = XI Air Corps, Report on Crete, Part II, page 23,
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Because of the mountainous terrain, the pargtrooper release altitude
had to be increased to 650 ft.285. Many of the paretroopers were wounded or
killed by enmemy fire while still in the air.

One of the battalions (the II Battelion, lst Parachute Regiment) was
given the mission of securing the airfield at Iraklion.

British light and medium tanks plowed right tlrough the midst of the
II Bettelion while it was still in the process of landing; most of its

units were destroyed within twenty minutes!

Twelve officers and 300 men from this Battelion elone were killed, and

eight officers and more than 100 men seriously -omdadzss.

The trampurt gireraft carrying still another battalion (I Battalion,
1st Parechute Regiment) were refused permission to take off due to the late~
ness of the hour.

’}n advent of darimess called a halt to the assault on the city of
Iraklion by the III Battalion, lst Perachute Regiment., The inveders were
stopped outside the city walls, which were manned by strong enemy fofces.

The II Bettalion, 1lst Paraschute Regiment, had been forced to leave all
hgt two companies in Greece due to a shortege in air transport space, and
although these two companies managed to land in an area which was free of
enemy troops, they were too weak to intervene effectively in an sttack on
either the city or the ad.rfieldza'r.

By the evening of the first day of operations, not a single one of Crete's

three airfields was in Germen hands.

285 = The usual altitude was between 300 and 400 ft.

286 = XTI Air Corps, Report on Crete, Part II, pege 24.

267 = Stending out in the general confusion of the second weve are isolated in-
gtances of top-notch performance on the part of individual paratrooper
officers, non-commissioned officers, end troop units. Let one example
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The developments we have just described brought the crisis in the ground
fighting on Crete to its climax, a climax whose magnitude could not be

apprecieted by the individual paretrooper units since they were unable to

commmicate with one another.

The officers responsible for the over-all conduct of the operation, those
from the Fourth Air Fleet (who had been so sure in the beginning that a single
parachute regiment could cepture Crete without difficulty) mo less then their
colleagues from the XI Air Corps, were seriously alarmed at the turn develop-
ments had taken. Everyone feared the worst.

General Jeschommek relayed to General Student orders from the Reichs~
marschall to thé effect that General Student was not to fly to Crete, but
wes to remein in Athens and direct operations from there. (In this commection
we should recall that General Studemt had been seriously wounded in the fight=-
ing near Rokterdam in 1940, after he had insisted upon flying to Waalhaven
to be closer to the sceme of action.)

2, 20 May 1941 (evening).

By the evening of the first day of operations,the invaders were forced
to concede that the ememy forces were far stronger than had been anticipated

at all four of the locations selected as paratrooper landing points.

"After the first day of fighting had taken heavy toll of their
strength, it can be estimated that there were only 7,000 paratroopers
left on the islemd by the evening of 20 May to face an enemy force
of epproximately 45,000,

Approximately 200 miles awey trom their home bases, these pare=
troopers were completely on their own; they had no alternmative but
to keep on fighting, without any hope of outside assistamnces It -

was impossible to bring in reinforcements by air during the hours of
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Fevertheless, it wes during the night of 20/21 May 1941 that the enmemy

lost the bettle of CretetZ®’

General Freyberg, Commendant of the island of crate)'as expecting the
mein attack during the night, or rather during the early morning hours of
21 May, and assumed that the main landing force would be transporied across
the hegean by boat. It was completely foreign to the tactical thinking of
that time that an air landing force alome could carry out a decisive operation.
Thus, Ceneral Freyberg was confident that the greaier pert of the Cerman in=-
vasion force would arrive by ship and land at some point along the coasts.

In spite of the strong mmerical superdority of his own farees, which
could be deployed &t will during the night without the risk of Inftwaffe
interference, General Freyberg did not dare to expel the weak and exhausted
German paratrooper units from the island - something which he could have ac-
complished easily by a concentrated otfensive against them. The fact that the
British Alexendria fleet, heavily armed, spent the night patrolling the waters
north of cre.te on the alert for German landing craft is ample proof that top~
level British commanders were of the same opinion as General Freyberge

The British view, in sumary, celled for the German main land ing force
to attack from the sea. As a result every inch of coastline area was occupied
by the enemy = and contimed to be ocoupied by the enemy (see the maps on the
following peges). It was this mistaken evaluation of the situation which cost
the British an otherwise certain victory on Crete. British leaders were un-
‘Iilling to use any of the four fresh battalions stationed east of Malemes to

meet the "main German invasion from the sea"

289 - This statement reflects the opinion of the authors
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in a concentrated eo:stenttack on the paratroopers storming the airfield at
lh.launzgoc
For the German lesders, the time had come either to give up Crete or to

risk everything in one bold meum291. In order to carry out the planned

landing of the 5th Mountain Infentry Division, at least one airfield in Crete
would have to be securely in German hands - and that as soon as possible.

"Despite a mmber of doubts and reaamtions"zgz, the choice fell upon the air=

field at Malemes.

For one thing, the Malemes field was closest to the take=-off area in
Greece, and besides, the German offemsive had pushed farthest at Malemes.
True enough, the landing surface at Malemes was substantislly smaller than
that at Ireklion. The British had utilized Malemes only &s & fighter base.
The plan to use this airfield as the base for a large-scele air landing oper—
ation, as & base at which thousands of mirborne troops would be landing - mot
to mention supplies for the e‘nti:r:e invesion rorce = wes & classic example
of the practice of putting all ome's eggs in one basket.

Chania was still in enemy handsj; the attack on Suda Bay had come to a
standstill,

No news whatsoever had been received from Rethymmon.

An attempt was to be made to assemble the paratrooper forces at Iraklion
into & concentrated task force on 21 May to take the airfield by means of an
all=out attack. There was no doubt that thx; fighting would be extremely heavy
in this sector.

During t.he night of 20/21 Mey the engine~driven sailboats, which had been

293

delayed by strong head s finally arrived at Melos. There they waited

for further instructions as to when and at what

290 - Generaloberst Student, special issue of "Der deutsche Fallschirmjeeger",

page 2, columm 3. -
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point on the northern coast of the island they were to land.
The orders issued by the Fourth Air Fleet for the continuation of operations
on 21 May 1941 contained the following specific sssigmments® ¥
1. XI Air Corps
a2, Transport of sufficient reinforcements to the Combat Group West
to assure the latter's asbility to seize the airfield at Malemes.
This operational area was to be the point of main effort.
be As soon as the airfield had been seized and secured against further
enemy harrassment, the landing of the 5th Mountain Infantry Div-
ision was to be started without delay.
cs Reinforced by the Mountain Infantry troops, Combat Group West
was 'to launch an attack on Chania and to establish contact with
the Combat Group Center. Subsequently, it was to capture Suda

Bay in order to establish a landing point for the ships trans-
porting heavy weapons.
d. The Fourth Air Fleet appointed Generalleutnant Ringel, together

with the staff of the 5th Mounjain Infemtry Division, to take charge

of both Cambat Group West and Combat Group Center, He was to fly
to Malemes with the first of the Mountain Infantry battalioms on

21 May 1941.
2, VIII Air Corps

8, The VIIT Air Corps was to i‘nrnish air cover for the landings in
the Malemes and Chania areas by holding down enemy antiaircraft
artillery fire and by supporting the operations of the paratroopers

already on the ground. The point of main emphasis was to be the

area assigned to the Combat Group West.

294 -~ Fourth Air Fleet, Report on Crete, pege 21.
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3. 21 May 1941 (morning and aftermoom)

20/21 May 1941 was & "night of decision"?> in the battle of Crete. The
German leaders had been wmable to find out anything regarding the deployment
of enemy troops during the night; nor could they be certain that no enemy
reinforcements had landed in Suda Bay. And it was out of the gquestion to ex-
pect the parachute forces landed during the day to keep watch on the harbors
slong the southern coast. It was a piece of luck for the invaders that the
southern ports were too ill-equipped to permit the landing,of troops to strengthe
en the defenders' force.

The paratrooper forces, somewhat the worse for wear, took advantage of

the hours of darkness to assemble and organize their scattered elements.

They remained on the alert, expecting momentarily to be attacked by the enemy.
Conferences were held to determine the offensive and defemsive tactics to be
put into use the next day; everything possible was done to care for the count=
less numbers of wounded, the toll of the first day's fighti‘qu%.

Cne of the reasons for selecting the Melemes area as the point of main

effort was the fact that a smoothly tunctioning radio station had already been

established thereby the signal commmnications officer of the Storm Regiment and
his staff. And this assured the meintenance of contact between Malemes and the
Air Landing Corps headquarters in Athens>’!,

According to the original plans, the Air Ia.nding Corps was to keep the in-
dividual combat groups supplied with ammmition. Since there were not emough

supply containers available, all supplies had to be landed rather than air-

dropped at Malemes.

295 = This phrase ocours in nesrly all of Ceneral Student's writings, eg. in his
Memoirs in the meagazine "Weltbild", page 19, colum 2.

THIS PAGE DECLASSIFIED IAW EQO12958




THIS PAGE DECLASSIFIED IAW EO12958

THIS PAGE DECLASSIFIED IAW EO12958



THIS PAGE DECLASSIFIED IAW EQO12958

Cesbat Weet

In conjunction with the landing of the urgently needed ammmition supplies
for the Combat Group in the early morning hours of 21 May 1941, Captain Kleye
(from the staff of the XI Air Corpnzge) undertook & reconnaissance mission to
determine lending conditions at the Malemes airfield. "landing at Malemes
and taking off again immedistely, he was subjected to heavy infantry fire..."
Fe also drew some artillery fire., It was extremely difficult to combat the
enemy ertillery positioms, for they nearly always cut their fire at the approach
‘of an aircraft.

Captein Kleye's report persuaded the Air landing Corps to postpone the
lending of a Mountain Infantry battelion for s bit. However, the air landing
was to be carried through at all costs on 21 Mey.

In order to bring reinforcements to the Storm Regiment at Malemes with the
least possible dalaq;l, the XI Air Corps ordered the perachute landing of tweo
combat groups, ome to the sast. and the other to the west of the airfield (see
the sketch on the following page).

8. In the misteken sssumption that the erea lying between Flataniss and
Pyrgos was free of enemy troops, the Corps ordered the landing of the 5th
and 6th Compenies, 24 Paraclute Regiment, under the commend of 1/ILt. Naegele,
behind the ememy lines. Their mission was to drive forward against the
eneny stronghold at Malemes from the east and to destroy it.

b. During the early aftermoon, two and one-helf compenies made up

primerily of eantitenk troops were dropped by peracimte west of the airfield a'l;

Malemes. The landing was preceded by a concentrated

298 = XI Air Corps, Report on Crete, Part II, B, page 1, paragraph II,
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air attack by the VIII Air Corp0299.

c. Command of the Combet Group West wes assigned to Colonel Rameke” .,
who landed west of Molaucs by parachute during the afternoom.

Tn the meentime the Storm Regiment (or rather what was left of it) had
reorganized itself into two groups. The first, under Gericke, pushed forward
along the coastal highway to attack the airfield, while the second, under
Stentzler, undertook to subdue the ememy forces on Hill lo7. After a highly
eventful struggle, fraught with crises on both sides, the Storm Regiment suc-
ceeded in accomplishing both‘ objectivesw]'.

The uncerteinty of the over-all situation, the often complicated channels
of command and the ﬁ'equentl;‘r arbitrary issuence of orders, the indescribable
thirst induced by the heat and dust - all of theses factors placed the troops
under a tremendous strain. The German victory at Malemes would not have been
possible without the effective support of the VIII Air Corps and the energy
and initiative of individual leaders, among both the commissioned amd non-
comnissioned officers.

The erisis occuring during the aftermocon of 21 May 1941 was made up of
several clearly recognizable phases:

a. The reinforcements which landed by parschute east of Malemes found

themselves in territory patrolled by strong ememy forces. They were almost

completely destroyed by enemy armored units.

299 = XI Air Corps, Report on Crete, Part II, pages 2 and 3.

300 = Colonel Rancke was the commander of the Parachute Replacement Units
(FallschirmeErsatzeinheiten) and Training Schools.

301 = For detailed descriptions of this eventful and extremely costly struggle

for possession of the airfield at Malemes and the hills lying to the south
of it, the reader is referred to the following sources: Gericke, Von

Valemes bis Chania (From Melemes to Chania), end Alkimar von Hove, fchtung
Fallsentrmjseger (Watch Out, Peratroopers).
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b. Althomgh the Gericke group was able to cleexr the rumway and its im-
mediate vicinity of enemy troops, the British still could keep the airfield
under machine~gun and artillery fire and thus jeopardize the landing of
German aircraft.

¢. Almost simultemecusly, the Air Lending Corps headquarters in Athens

wes deluged by alarming reports from the Combat Group West:
"ihe New Zealanders are attacking the airfield with the support of

strong armored units. We have no more antitenk ammunition., An enemy force

of regiment strength is moving up from Palseochora in the south to atiack

Malemes! " DA

A11 the availeble forces from the VIII Air Corps were dispatched immediate~
1y to meet the spproaching ememy force with tireless air attacks, but it proved
extremely difficult to dist:h:guish friend from foe in the featureless terrain.
The enemy troops also made use of captured swastika flags towerd off bombard-
ment. The losses resulting from the difficulty of clear identification were
probably unsvoidable, but at the same time they were most painfully feltw.

Beginning at 1600 om 21 May 1941, a mountain infentry battalion made up
of units from the 100th and the 85th Mowntain Infentry Regiments and under the

command of Colonel Utz, was landed at the Malemes atrfialdw“.

302 = Storm Regiment, Radio Log, pege 4, end XI Air Corps, Report on Crete, Part
II, B, pege 5. The report that a strong ememy force was approaching from
the south was not scourate. It waes based apparently on false observations.
The case was never satisfactorily clarified (XI Air Corps, Report on Crete,
pege 6). _

303 = XI Air Corps, Report on Crete, Part II, B, pages 8 and 9. The following
is quoted: "The units were subjected to attack by their own Do-17 umits,
apd suffered serious losses as a result,” The unit under the author's
commend on Crete was the victim of & low=-zltitude raid by Cerman twin-
engine fighters (Me-110's), with their horrifying pictures of sherks and
sirens on the wings. The sight and sound of them alone was emough to de=
moralize the troops. The attack killed eight men and wounded & number of .

others. The report is conteined in the Storm Regiment, Radio Log, page 5.
204 - XI Air Corpe, Report on Crete, Part II, B, page 5.

—
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The landing was carried out with skill and determination on the part of the

transport pilots from the 3d Special Duty Bomber Wing (Colomel Buchholz) in
spite of Meavy enemy artillery fire. A large oy Ju-52's remained behind
on the field, damaged by enemy fire or gutted by flames (see the photographs
on page 144). Thanks to the presence of mind and skill of the piiota, the
losses were kept relatively low.

With the capture of the sirfield at m;, the battle of Crete was
already won O + By the evening of 21 May, the crisis seemed to be over.

Combat Group Center

"There was no apprecisble change in the situstion faced by Combat Group

Center on 21 May 1941"'»3{5 Contrary to expectation, the British did not attack

in the vieinity of Chenis. The 3d Parechute Regiment mede seversl sttempts
to seize the hills around Gelatas, but was turned back by sirong enemy defemses
The Combat Group Center was so weskened by the losses it had sustained and by
the enervating climate that it could do no more than hold on to its original
positions and - in doing so - to tie down & nmumber of enemy troops.

The paratrooper force at Rethymnon (approximately & battalion in strength)
was kept busy dodging repeated attacks by an enemy force far superior in numbers

There was no possibility of their being able to seize the airfield or the city.

305 - Generaloberst Student, Memoirs in the magazine "Weltbild", page 19.
306 = XI Air Corps, Report on Crete, Part II, B, pege Te
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A concerted drive to seize the city, exploiting a previous air attack by
the VIII Air Corps, gained ground in the begimming but was lsoon farced to a
standstill by the lack of heavy weapons. The harbor fortifications -~ an
encient Venetian fort - could not be taken with light infantry weapons.
The lack of cover around the airfield itself made further attack impossible
without strong artillery support. Thus there was little that the Combat Group

East could do except to tie down the enmemy umits in the area and to prevent

the enewy from using the airfisla o,

4. 21 May 1941 (evening)

The forces landed (by parachute and by aircraft) at Malemes seemed strong
enough to hold the airfield and to guarantee the successful establiskment of an
airlift between Greece and Crete (plamed for 22 Mey 1941).

If the German forces were to preveil, they would have to be able to count
on the feasibility of landing additional mountain infentry troops and heavy
weapons ( especially antitank gunsmt least this one airfield on the island.

Colonel Remcke, officially designated successor to General Meindl (who
had been wounded) as commander at Maslemes, arrived in the area of operations.

General Meindl, (see the photograph on the following page), together with

the majority of the seriously wounded persomnel, had been taken back to Athens
in one of the returning transport aireraft,

However, Combat Group West still lacked a uniform chain of commend uniting
the paratroopers end the Mountain Infantry troops under & single authority not

belopging directly to either group.

307 = XI Air Corps, Report on Crete, Part IT, B, page 13.

L—
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too weak, the Luftwaffe was given the task of single~handedly containing the
British fleet to the extent necessary to permit the transport of troops,
equipment, and supplies over the Aegean to Cratesog.
The situation at Iraklion was so uncertain that it was deemed wiser to
recall the fleet of bosts which was o land near Coubat Group Baste The flset
headed for Malemes was ordered to proceed aleone,

Section 4 = The Fate of the Ocean Transport Groups . ',

The two groups of engine-powered sailboats set out on schedule at dawm

on 20 May 1941. The Malemes group, carrying the reinforced

309 = The fact that the Greater German Broadoasting Station (Grossdeutscher Rund-
funk) still had made no mention of the operations on Crete by 21 May 1941
reflects the attitude of top-level German command - on 21 May they were by
no means certain of ultimate victory on Cretel It was mot until the fifth
day of operations (24 Msy 1941 at 1700) that the Wehrmacht High Command
relaased a special bulletin which revealed what was taking place for the
first time. The London Times of 21 May 194L predicts a British victory
on Crete and continues, "The outcome in Crete will decide more than mere
strategic advantage «es & Gamn defeat on Crete would be serious anda
frightful blow to German prestige.” In this comnection, the reader is also
referred to Appendix T, which deals with the impressions of members of
the enemy force on Crete.

310 = There are a mmber of good reports on these ocean transport missions, im=.
cluding those by the Navy, the Lutrtwaffe, and the Mountain Infantry forces,
The best source remains the original war diary of the Admiral(Southeast)
(Admiral Somster). Asfer as the role of the Iuftwaffe is concerned, and .
particularly the "naval air battle™ waged by the VIII Air Corps, the
author has based his description on the Fourth Air Fleet, Report on Crete,
and on the diaries of Gemeral von Richthofen. General Ringel, op.cit.,
pages 100 = 121, deasls in great and highly dramatic detail with the
journey of the Mountain Infantry forces. No attempt has been made to
reprodnpo his treatment of the matter fully. General A. Witimann, writing
in the magazine "Dis Gebirgstruppe" (Mowntain Infentry), Fo. 2, 1954,
pages 24 ~ 51, presents an excellent summary. Winston Churchill, op.cit.,
pages 287 and 288, deels with the fate of the "chigues", the small sail-

boats. The British losses he gives for the batile between the Luftwaffe

and the Royal Navy do not agree with those cited by the VIII Air Corps and
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IIT Battalion, 100th Mountain Infantry Regiment, was under the command of

Lt. Colonel Ehal from the Piraeus, while the Iraklion group, bearing the re-
inforced II Battalion, 85th Mountain Infantry Regiment, was entrusted to Major
Treck from Chalkis, The total number of troops on board these small trans-
port vessels is given as 2,300’11.

As far as Melos the progress of the two groups, each one accompenied by
an Ttalian torpedo boat and two mine-sweeper groups, was smoothly uneventful
apart from the fact that the convoy speed had to be decreased to as little as
two or thres mauticsl miles per hour beceuse of bad weather 2,

By the evening of the first day of operations, the transport groups,
waiting at Melos far further instructions, were forced to the conclusion that
the invasion of Crete was not going to be completed in the short time ori-
ginally anticipated and that, consequently, their own landing could not pos-
sibly be carried out on schedule (i.e. that same dey)e

On 21 May the Admiral (Southeast) reported to the XI Air Corps that
Malemes was safely in German hands, and that a stretoh of coast suitable for
lending boets was also free of ememy forces. And with this, the firat pre~

requisites for a landing were fulfﬂl.ed313. The Melemes group set out from

¥elos.

In sccordance with previously made arrangements, at 0900 the group was
ordersd to stop and - soon thereafter - to reverse course, since it had not
been definitely determined that the waters aheed were free of ememy ships.

Approximately one and onme-half hours later, aerial recomnaissamce forces

reported that

311 = Diary of the Admiral Southeast, page 4.
312 - Specifically, strong headwinds!
313 = Diary of the Admiral Southeast, page 5.
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the waters north of Crete were free of enemy forces. Hereupon the group was
ordered to continume on its way.

The reasoning behind this last order was based on the following comnsdder-
ntionsiu:

a. According to weather forecasts, winds from the north and northwest
were expected = in other words, tailwinds which might well inorease the convoy
speed to five or six nasutical miles per hour. The meant that the group could
reach Malemes before nightfall. In the mistaken agsumption that this wind
was already coming from north or northwest, German leaders reasoned that the
group cpuld not have moved very far north during the short time which had
elapsed after the "reverse course" order. (As it turned out, during this time
there was a strong wind from tfn southwest, which had pushed the group farther

north than would otherwise have been the case.)

b. Operational plammers were of the opinion that & drastic change in
the orders issued to the transport fleet could well jeopardize the success of
the operation,

Accordingly, the Admiral(Southeast)asked the operation leaders for a
direct answer to the question @s to whether it was absolutely necessary to
assume the additional risk inherent in the unfavorable situation of the moment,
or whether the operation, i.e. the progress of the naval group, could not be
postponed by 24 hours.

Because of the inadequacy of signal communicatiomns, it was clear from the
beginning that some of the boats would not receive the messages to reverse
course and then to resume their journmey to the original destination.

The operation leaders determined that the situation demanded that the
transport vessels proseed. Accordingly, the destroyer "Lupo"™ was ordered
to head for Malemes with its contingent of ships, moving at top speed and not

stopping to wait ror stragglers.
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The commenders of the operation were certein that the Malemes group would
reach Cape Spatha = end thus the protective proximity of the coastline = by
about 2100. According to the evening reports of the aserial recanna.issa.uoa‘
forces, the British naval forces in the area could not be expected to reach
the Cape before 2200, With a bit of luck, then, the landing could auacend-ﬂs .

At 2334 the "Iupo" radioed that the s#teen small boats making up the
Melemes group hed been stopped by British cruisers and destroyers and that the
group was in danger ¢f being ammihilated. \

The forenoon of 22 May 1941 revealed the surprising intelligence’l® tpat
the enemy, inppite of contimual sctivity on the part of the Germen Iuftwaffe
and the consequent risk of heavy losses, was combing the waters between Crete
and Melos in search of reported transport vessels. It seemed apparent that
the British were determined to hold Crete, even if it meent employing all of
their navel forces.

In the face of this determination, German leaders comcluded that there
was little to be gained by sending out any more motor-powered sailing vessels
as trensport ships. Another way would have to 'be found to bring the most
wrgently needed supplies to the :Lshndn?.

While the two sailboat groups, both of which had been crdered to return

to the Piraseus, were still at sea, the decision was taken

315 = Handwritten marginal note on the original, in the records of the Naval
Command Beadquarters (Seekriegsleitung): "This timing is extremely
unrealistic,"

316 = Another marginal note on the original: ",,. hardly surprising! The
effects of the Luftwaffe attecks will take some time to make themselves
felt."

317 ~ Generslfeldmarschall von Richthofen, Diary, page 33: "General von Richt-
hofen insists that the sailboats be ordered to proceed inasmmch as the re~
inforcements were badly needed on Crete and the British naval forces had
withdrewn in defeat. However, the shock occasioned by the destruction of
the first group wes so great that the entire operation was called off -
most unfortunatelys « «"
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The second transport group (the one which was to land in the vicinity
of Ireklion) was saved from destruction by the Italian torpedo boat assigned
to escort it (the "Sagittario"). The warning did not come through until
08C0 on 22 May 1941329. Reversing course immediately upon receipt of the ordeﬂ
the group ran into a British naval force. Thanks to the prompt action of °
the "Sagittario", the transport boats were able to escape from the enemy
behind a rapidly created smoke sereen. The majority of the vessels managed
to get back to Melos unharmed. The Italian forces manning the torpedo boat
had acted with dispatch and tactical ingenuity to protect the transport boats
entrusted to their care.

+ + +

The attempt to land reinforcements on Crete by boat during the first
days of the operation was a failure. The reservations which the Naval Command
Headquarters had expressed priocr to the operation530 had been fully sub-
stantiated. We have no choice but to condemn as a serious mistake the de-
cision to begin the first ocean transport runs at a time when the presence

of strong enemy naval forces in the Aegean was still being reported by the

aerial reconnaissance forces. The losses incurred thersby could have been

avoided,

329 - Office of the Admiral (Southeast), No. 830/41, classified, dated 23
May 1941 (addressed to the Navel Command Headguarters), page 2,
paragraph III: "“Radio communication to the Italian escort destroyers
had to be rounted through the Italian station attached to the office of

the Admiral (Southeast)., There had not been time to equip the individual
transport boats with redic facilities.”

330 - See EBootnote 319, page 163 of the present study - operations should
not have been begun until the military situation at sea had been
brought under firm control.

THIS PAGE DECLASSIFIED IAW EQO12958



THIS PAGE DECLASSIFIED IAW EO12958

THIS PAGE DECLASSIFIED IAW EO12958



THIS PAGE DECLASSIFIED IAW EQO12958

® 169 ®

only real potentizl gap in the anti-invasion defenses of the island, was
still under British artillery fire. Despite intensive efforts, the VIII
Air Corps was unable to eliminate the sources of this fire355. A commando

unit from the XI Air Corps, equipped with captured enemy tanks, had to be on

L

hand to clear the landing strips of the flaming wreckage congesting them,

The enemy was firmly convinced that the Germans would be unable to take

the island using the "impossible" sirfield at lMalemes as a base of operationasss.

Churchill himeelf replied to the report of the commander in chief of the
Nediterranean Fleet, stating that the expenses of maintaining the Fleet were
too high to permit its being risked in an attack on Cret35}7.

"If it were memly a metier of a duel beiween the Mediterranean

Fleet and the German Iuftwaffe, the limitations

335 = XI Air Corps, Report on Crete, Part III, page 1; Storm Regiment Radio
Log, page T, reports the following radio message, received at 0745 on
22 May 1941: "X Air Corps to Storm Regiment; The heavy artillery
position two and one-half miles east of the airfield is being combatted
(author's note: without success) by twin-engine fighter aircraft.
There are neither dive-bomber nor single-engine fighter aircraft availe
able". The absence of forces from the VIII Air Corps, & result of the
unexpectedly violent sea-air battle, was a decided disadvantage as far
as the scheduled course of Operation MERKUR was concerned, If the
enemy artillery at Malemes airfield could have been eliminated in time,
the loss of a hundred or more transport aireraft might have been pre-
vented,

336 - W. Hornung, "Lufttransportversergung der Insel Kreta" (Air Supply
Operations to the Island of Crete), 26 October 1954, describes the
"deficiencies of the Malemes airfield"™ as follows: ",.. narrow and un-
even, furrowed by grenades, it was more like = plowed field than a
landing strip. Every iime an aircraft landed, it sent up a cloud of
fine red dust ..0"

337 = W. Churchill, op.cit., page 292.
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23 May 1941 it had sunk to 273 &u—52's339. In other words, more than half

of the original force hed been put out of action, meaning that t;e surviving

machines and crews were forced to assume twice as many assignments and twice

340. Each transport sireraft was required to fly two

as much responsibility
missions per day from the Greek mainland to the island of Crete, This was
a tremendous feat iﬁ view of the difficulties involved, and one deserving of
the very highest praiae341;

On the evening of 22 May 1941, Generallsuinant Ringel, Commander of the
5th Mountein Infantry Division, landed at Malemes with his divisional staff
and assumed command of the operations thgr242. In compliance with his orders,
the units were reorganized,

Generalieutnant Ringel's first objective was to clear the western portion
of the igland of enemy troops, in order to secure the airfield for the use of
the invaders.

The Mountain Infantry Engineer Battalion advanced as far as Kastelli

(see the map on the following page), in spite of the stubborn resistance

offered by civilian volunteetr fighters and

339 = W. Hornung, study dated 20 Mardéh 1955, Appendix 6, page 40. Not all
of these, of course, were total losses; some of the aircrafi included
in thisg statistic sustained only minor damages, which could be repaired
within a few weeks.

340 - The troops which, according to General von Richthofen's reports, "sat
around doing nothing", were made up primarily of the crews whose air-
creft had been destroyed or damaged (based on the author's personal
observations). .

341 - Generaloberst Student, on page 22, column 2 of his Memoirs in the ma-
gazine "Weltbild", describes the problems posed by the lMalemes airfield
as follows: "The airfield at Malemes was a landing sirip the shape of
a towel approximately 2000 ft. long. It had to be hgndled like a raw
egg, which meant that only one aireraft could lamd or take-off &b a time.
4s a result, it took about four hours to land a single battalion!

Under such conditions as these, it was only by extremely strict dis-
cipline that the airfield commandant (Lt.Col. Smowadzki, from the staff
of the XI Air Corps) was sble to implement the air traffic restrictions
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military snipers waiting in lnbuah“’.

The harbor of Palasochora, on the southern coast of the island, was
captured by the 55th Motorcycle Rifle Battalion (Kredschuetzenbataillon
55) in the face of similarly stubborn resistance,

These two operations put an effective end to the threat of enemy
attack on the Mzlemes airfield from the west or the aouth’“.

At Generalleutnant Ringel's behest, two groups were formed to push

forward to the east; via Chania, %o Sude Bey:

a) the first group, consisting of mountein infantry troops under
the command of Colomel Uts, was to cross the mountains towards
the south;

b) the second, made up of the reassembled paratroopers from the
Storm Regiment and the reinforcement units landed at Malemes u'nder

Colonel Ramcke, was to proceed along the coast,

343 -~ The reinforced paratrooper unit, the "Detachement Lt. Muerbe" (Detach-
ment under the command of lst Lieutenent Muerbe), which had landed by

parachute near Kastelli on 20 May 1941 was a part of the force commanded
by the author in Crete. Of the seventy~three men making up the wmit,

only eleven survived, all of them seriously wounded. Approaching in
six Ju-52's, the Detachment selectdd a valley about two=-thirds of a
mile square, close to the coast and directly southeast of Kastelli, as
the only possible landing area. The enemy, however, had established
fortified positions in the hills and on the ridges overlooking the valley
and had mermed them with an understrengthed Greek regiment reinforced by
& number of British instructors, and this force was well able to keep
the valley under contimual artillery fire. Even be:t’ore 20 May, the ene-.
my positions had been occupied night and day; they were kept supplied
and reinforced by volunteer guerrillas from among the civilian population.
According to reports by wounded persommel, Lt. Muerbe's detachment
had not even had a chance to recover.the weapons containers dropped by
8ir. Ten minutes after the detachment had landed, it had already been
destroyed.
The eivilian population was unbelievably brutel in its treatment of
the more then sixty dead; onmly the courageous intervention of the British
saved the wounded from a similar fate (based on the persomal experience
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In view of the relatively weak fire power of his forces; General Ringel
was eager to avoid head-on attack whenever he ecould, preferring to take enemy
positions by encirclement or by flank attack. The progress of the Mountain
Tnfantry forces through this "meroiless desert of rocks">*? was character-
ized by the motto "sweel saves hloodshnd”Z“. Tha islend did not even have
paths, let slone roads, leading from west %o aaﬁ. The Mountain Infentxry
units had no alternmstive but to attack from mountain strongholds - and the
British began to get scared, withdrawing from one coastal position after the
other.

The Mountain Infantry forces, plagued by infernal heat during the day and
by intense cold during the night ("... & cold which penetrates to the very
DATTOW ees", in General Ringel's mda547), had to cerry not only their
weapons and gear, including mechine guns and mowuntain artillery pieces, but
also their ammmition, their food, and = sbove all = their drinking water.
The utter barremness of the rocky desert precluded the establishment of any
sart of reliable supply line - regardless of whether supplies were o be
delivered by beast of burden or by motor vehicle, There is & greet deal of
truth in Genersl Ringel's statement that "very rarely have troops been forced
%o march and £ight wnder any vorse conditions">%®, T the foothills. the
troops were able to cover about one mile an hour provided they did not have
to contend with enemy snipers. The marches had to be accomplished during
the eerly morning or evening hours; the unbearable heat during the day

(104° = 113° 7., with no shade availablel) precluded any movement whatsoever.

345 - General Ringel, op.cit., page 131l.
346 - Generaloberst Student, Memoirs, page 22, columm IIL,
347 - Gemeral Ringel, op.cit., page 132,
348 = General Ringel, op.cit., page 1353.
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The conditions faced by the rest of the parachute forces, the groups
at Chania, Rethymnon, and Iraklion, had remained substantially unchanged,
i.e. wespons, ammunition, and foodstuffs were being delivered by air drop.

By the evening of 22 lisy 1941, the groups landed on Crete had still not
managed to establish contact with ome another.

Nevertheless, the headquarters staff in Athens seemed to consider the
situation obtaining on the evening of 22 llay more favorable than that of the
previous day, despite the contimuing lack of any definite data concerning the
enemy situation., The most important goals were still to prevent the enemy
from landing reinforcements during the night at Suda Bay, which m still not
in German hands, and to keep him from utilizing the airfields on the eastern
end of the is]mﬂﬁg. The over-all plan was to strengthen the lialemes bridge-
head sufficiently so that it could be used as & base from which to encircle

the British forces and drive them out of their naval stronghold on Suds Bay>>°,

349 = The official British report (given by General A. Wittmamm, "Die Ge=
birgstruppe” (lMountain Infantry), volume 3, 1954, pege 6) reads as
follows: "In the battle of Crete, the Germans have been unsuccessful
in every sector but that of Malemes, which is the only city they have
occupied so far. The defenders have an adwantage over the German forces
in that they have armored tanks at their disposal. The situation at
Malemes is still undecided. There is reason to believe that the Cermans
may still be driven firom the airfield.," General von Waldau, at that
time Chief of the Iuftwaffe Operations Staff, made the following comment

in his diary (page 47) on the occasion of his visit to Athens to confer
with the Chief of the Iuftwaffe General Staff at Fourth Air Fleet head~

quarters: "... & fine situation at command level, from top to bottoml
ees There wasn't & trace of systematic planning or eifective leadership
in this operatiomn until the 5th Mountain Infantry Division was brought
into the picturel"

350 = Quoted from the diary of General Ringel (page 7, column I) by General

A. Wittmamn, op.cit. It is interesting to note thet the "Reports on
Crete" of the Fourth Air Fleet end the XI Air Corps do not contain any

evaluation of the military situation as of 22 Mgy 1941,
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Germany's Italian allies were so favorably impressed by the development
of the situation on Crete that they offered, om the evening of 22 May, to
participate in the occupation of the island. The Italian commander at Do-
decanes offered (among other things) to contribute an anti-tank compeny =
which, however, never arrimdﬁl. After referring the matter to the Commander
in Chief, Luftwaffe, for decision, German leaders accepted the Ttalian offer,
The Tteliian forces were to land on the eastern end of the island; & Cerman
liaison staff was dispatched to Rhodes to handle the details,

On 23 Mey 1941, seven British fighter aircreft and one British bomber
landed on the airfield at Iraklion in defiance of heavy harrassing fire from
the Combat Group Eea‘l'}sz. One of the British aircraft burst into flames,

In order to prevent further landings by British sircraft on Crete, it was
decided to reinforce Combat Group East with parachute reserve forces which
had been esteblished in the meantime by the XI Air Corps. Made up in part

of remnants of the T7th Air Division, the new parachute battalion was launched
west of Traklion on 24 May.  The new battalion, however, like the -original
force, had no heavy weapons at its disposal and had no immediate effect on

the situation in its area of operat:i.ona355.

351 = Fourth Air Fleet, Report on Crete, page 30, persgrsph 5. An “offer",
after all, was not really binding. In order to be really effective, the
Ttalien forces ought to have attacked at once (in the opinion of the
euthor). By the time the Italian Bxpeditionary Corps landed on eastern
Crete on 28 Mey 1941 (1), the outcome of the operation had already been
decided.

352 = XI Air Corps, Report on Crete, Part ITT, page 11; Fourth Air Fleet, Re-

port on Crete, page 35, paragreph II, 1.

353 = It took until 27 May to assemble end organize the newly-landed foroess
from this day on, however, the airfield at Iraklion could be considered
securely in German hends.
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Tt proved infeasible to relieve the overburdened facilities of the Me~
lemes airfield by routing traffic to the newly-secured and far better-equipped
airfield at Traklion. As & result, the original plan could not be put into
operetion.

On the evening of 23 May, contact was esmtablished between Combat Group
West and Combat Group Center - at Stalos, a wnit from the 3d Parachute Re=
giment ran into the 100th Mountain Infantry Regiment, which wes advancing
from Mglemes in the southlest554.

During the same evening, the first single-sngine fighter aircrait were

transferred to Halemnﬁs o Additional unite from the 5th lountain Infantry

Division hed slready been tlown to lla.lmsﬁs.

In order to provide closer coordinstion between the VIII Rir Corps
and General Ringel's group by eliminating all the various intermediate
stations previously needed to relay requests for air support, the Chief

Signal Officer (Hoeherer Neshrichtenfuehrer) of the Fourth Air Fleet set up

a direct radio chamnel between the two or,g::an:l."t.za";:lmm557 +« As & result, the

VIII Air Corps was able to keep up a

354 =~ For detailed descriptions of the meeting, see XI Air Corps, Report om
Crete, Part III, page 4, and Fourth Air Fleet, Report on Crete, page 35,
paragraph I, be

355 = Fourth Air Fleet, Report on Crete, page %6.

356 = The available sources do not provide specitic information as to which
units these were.

The study by W. Hornung ("Iufttransportversorgung der Insel Kreta",
26 October 1955) fails to conform to the facts in & number of points.
On pege 4, for example, Hormung states that "y.. the airfield at Ret~
hymaon (1) could also be used until the evening of 22 May es. in this
way, reinforcements were flown in for the hard-pressed 2d Parachute
Regiment, Units from the 6th Mountain Infentry Division were flown in
uninterrupted missions from the mainlend to Rethymnon." Hormung is mis-
taken here. Colonel Sturm was kept prisoner by the British until 27
May, and the employment of umits from the 6th Mountain Infentry Division

was ordered by Generalfeldmarschall List on 25 May (regimental commender,
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ruming attack on pockets of enemy resistance and on enemy artillery positions,
tius smoothing the way for the paratrooper and mountain infantry forces, The |
VIII Air Corps attacked Suda Bay unrelentingly, and on 23 May, for example ,
sank five of a fleet of six British speedboats.
During the battle against the British naval forces in the waters north

of Crete, VIII Air Corps umits sank three destroyors”ag only light vessels

were sighted in the vicinity of Crete. Uhere was no way of telling whether or
not the mejority of the British Alexandria Fleet had given up the fight >0,
On 23 May, in any case, the enemy found it "... imperative that the
strongest possible reiniorcements be brought to the island in order to assure
the destruction of the ememy forces already landed beiore the latter could,

themselves, be reini‘oroed.“%o

"The difficulties faced by the enmemy and the losses in highly-trained
troops sustained by him must be very great indeed; he camnot possibly con=
tinue at this pace." General My‘herg received the following message from
Churchills

"The eyes of the world are turned to your magnificent struggle, upon

which so many significant developments depend."sﬁl

General Ringel's tactie of advamcing through the mountains,

358 = According to the diary of Genmeralfeldmarschall von Richthofen, more shipe
than just these three were sunk. A final summary of all the ships sunk
or dameged during the battle of Crete is being prepared on the basis of
8ll evailable sources (Cerman, English, and Ttalian) and will be sub-
mitted as a separate appendix to the present study.

359 = Fourth Air Fleet, Report on Crete, page 31, paragraph III,

360 = Churchill, op.cit., page 293,

361 = Churchill, op.cit., page 293, The “significant developments" included
not only the threat o the Suez Canal, Cyprus, and the oil ports of Syria,
but also potential effects on the fighting in North Afrioca and Egypt.
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which was time-consuming but far spafer in terms of personnel losses, might
have given the enemy & chance to land quite strong reinforcements in Suda
Bay, had it not been for the fact that the Luttwaffe kept enemy ship move-
ments under comstant surveillsnce during the day and subjected enemy vessels
to effective bombardment. Only the fastest British ships were capable of
covering the distance from Alexandris to Suda Bay and back (375 miles one way)
in & single night in view of the taet that approximately one-half the route
was within range of Iuftwaffe aircratt. In any case, the British did not have
sufficient fast ships at their disposal. And once German dive-bombers could
be based on Crete, German air supremacy would be so complete that there would
be no resson to fear further enemy landings.

Prompted by the situation reports of 25 May 1941, the Fourth Air Fleet
initisted the following measures designed to tacilitate the occupation of

Crete:
XI Zir Corps:
2, Transport of additional reinforcements, particularly to General Ringel's

group, in order to subdue enemy resistance once end tor sll. (The

mumber of reinforcements, of course, was dependent upon the mumber
of transport aircraft available).

be Air supply of the Combat Group on Crete.

VIII &ir E

8, Jrmed aerial reconnaissance ower every inch of the waters surrounding

Cretes
b+« Provision of air support for the ground fighting on Crete.
¢. Frevention of enemy landings.

d. Provision of protection for urgently necessary ocean supply trancports.
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Uffice of the Admirsl (Southesst )3

In keeping with the desperate need for remewed efforts to supply
Crete from the see, the Office of the Admiral (Southeast) was assigned
the following missions: .
8. Provision of some measure of relief for the transport aircrast (and

thus for the only islend airfield in Germen hands - the one at Malemes.)

be Tramsport of heavy weapons, tanks, and vehicles which could not be

carried by Transport aireraft and which were urgently needed on Crete.

Oceen supply trensports could be carried out only during the daylight

hours; they must have resched their destinations by nightfall.
For this reason the bases at Melos and Cythera, which were to be used as
home ports by the trensport ships, were protected by light and heavy artillery.
By 24 May the ground fighting in the sector assigned to General Ringel's
group had come to & halt before the enemy's well-fortified positione on
both sides of Galates (see the sketch on tﬁe following page)e

"No chenge in the sitwation at Rethymnon and Zl':t'z'aﬂcl:h:n.."3'62

On 23 May two Moumtain Artillery bettalioms, one Mountain Antitank Bat=
talion, end the majority of the Motorcycle Rifle Battalionss} were landed af

the airfield at Malemes; on 24 May,

%62 = Office of the Commander in Chief, Luftwaffe, Intelligence Branch,
Situation Report No. 623, page 7. The situation reports issued by the
Bffice of the Commender in Chief, Luftwaffe, sometimes conteined rather
strange informstion on Crete. On page 20, for example, we read that
",.. targets in the cemter of the city (i.e. Iraklion) were hit repeat~
edly by bombs. Fnemy field fortifications and ome enemy artillery
position were destroyed.”

The Luftweffe did play e decisive part in the ocoupation of Crete,
but it seems to be difficult = if not impossible - to describe iis role

in terms which do not appear ridiculous to anycne having firsi-hand
kmowledge of the situation.
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these forces were sugmented by one recomnaissance battalion, one antiaircreft
machine=gun battery, ome and one~half Mountein Infantry Compemy *%,
The majority of the 5tﬁ Mountein Infantry Division had now been landed

on Crete}GS.

Section 6 =~ The Collapse of the Defending Forces after the Congquest of Chanis,
On 25 May the memy attecked the airfield at Malemes with a force of bombers
and fighters based in W%G. This attack, however, was too week and came
too late to have any real effect on the development of events. The only tang-
ible result was to limit the airfield's usefulness to the inveders by blockad-
ing the landing stripe with wrecked aircra.ft%'r. Ge_z"mn losses were ralative=-
ly dight,
During the night of 24/25 May, specially selected British vessels, most
of them destroyers, succeeded in landing reinforceminp and supplies at Suda
Bay”%®, A11 of the ensmy forces in the Chania amd Suds Bay avess had beon

moved to Galatas,

364 - Fourth Air Fleet, Report on Crete, page 34, paragraph I, 1,

365 = Gemeral A. Wittmann, op.cit., page 9. General Wittmern, as commanding
generel of the 95th Mountain Artillery Regiment, was an eye-witness to the
events on Crete, thus a gemuine source of informetionl

366 = Generaloberst Student, llenoii-s, pege 22,

367 = This situation can be compared with that of the airfield at Waalhaven in
Holland on 12 Masy 1940, during the campaign in the Vest (see the author's
study concerning the employment of the air landing forces in the West
during 1940). Wealheven, too, was the "only available airfield" within
enemy territory (Fortress Hollend),

568 = As early as the evening of 24 May, the British Fleet no longer had any
real chance to wrest possession of the island from the German invaders.
British politicel leaders, however, were not ready to concede the loss
of the islapd to the enemy. ¥

The air superiority enjoyed by the Luftwaffe made it impossible for
British naval forces to operate during the day, hence the night landings
(also during the night of 26/27 and 27/28 May).
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The attacks carried out by the VIII Air Corps on Galatas, Chania, and
Sude Bey did much to weaken enemy resistance, Calatas was occupied during the

afternoon of 26 Mey, only to be lost again in the evening’ I* to & British
counter-ettack carried out with the support of armored forces. In “murderous
infighting">12, Colonel Ramcke's paretrooper group (moving along the cosst

to form the left flank) and the looth Mountsin Infantry Regiment (under the
command of Colonel Utz) mensged to gain some ground as night fell. The battle
lested throughout the night, the British hanging on "like bulldogs">1?, By
daybreak the village of Galates was sgain in German hands, affer a struggle
which hed taken heavy toll on both sides.

Yielding to the pressure brought to bear by the 85th Mountain Infantry
Regiment (under the command of Colomel Krakeu), which had advanced through
the nom;tains south of Galatas, the British forces had refreated from their
key positions just before Chania’ 17,

Admiral Cunninghem, Commander-in-Chief of the Alexandris Fleet, had order-
ed an attack for 26 May on the German air base on the island of Scarpanto,
east of Crete. The attack was to be carried out by sireraft trom the 23,000

ton aircrat't carrier "Formideble", escorted

371 = During the evening hours for the simple reason that there was no ILuft=
waffe interference to contend withi

372 = These are General Wittmamn's exmet wordsl

373 = The King of Greece, who had fled to Crete and wes in hiding somewhere
between Gelatas and Chemia, was berely able to escape to satety in Egypt.
On the evening of 26 May, General Freyberg reported to Field Marshal
Wavell that "... our position here is hopelessly untenablel!" (Churchill,

op.cit., page 295). Churchill replied as follows: "It is absolutely ime
perative that we achieve victory on Crete at this time. Throw in every-

thing you have that could meke our strugzle a successi"
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by two cruisers and eight destroyers. The purpose of the atiack was to
destroy any German and Italian a.:l:cr'aft located at the base and to prevent
the enticipated landing of Ttalian torces on the island of Crete. Only
eight (1) British airoratt took off from the "Formidable"’ 17, end the total
extent of their success was to damege slightly several Germen aircraft on

the ground. Cerman dive-bombers attacking the "Formidable", on the other hand-

managed to land two direct hits which resulted in serious damage for the air-

craft cerrier. One of the escort destroyers (the "Nubian") was also severely
hit. It was only with great difficulty that the attack fleet was able to
make it back to Alexandria.

On.tha same day, & second British naval unit, mede up of the battleship

¥Berham" (31,000 tons), two cruisers, and tive destroyers, was attacked by

Ju=-88's and He=111's southeast of Caso. The "Barham" received a number of
direct hits. All British fleet elements, including the convoys on their way

to Crete with reinforcements, were ordered on 27 liay to head back to Alex-
endris; for the moment, sll hope of resching Crete with reinforcements and
supplies was abandoned.

Genmeral Freyberg 10 reluctantly reported thet the troops wnder his commend
at Suda Bay " ...have reached the outside limits of lumen endurance - & small,
ill-equipped, and relatively immobile force cannot hope to withstand can=
centrated air attacks of the kind we have experienced during the last wegk ..."

The British no longer had

375 - Genersl Iudovico, op.cit., page 143 see also footnote , page ).
376 = Churchill, op.cit., page 295.

THIS PAGE DECLASSIFIED IAW EQO12958




THIS PAGE DECLASSIFIED IAW EO12958

THIS PAGE DECLASSIFIED IAW EO12958



THIS PAGE DECLASSIFIED IAW EO12958

THIS PAGE DECLASSIFIED IAW EO12958



THIS PAGE DECLASSIFIED IAW EQO12958

® ®

189
As soon &s the threat of a German encirclement action became apparent, it
was olear that any attempt by the British to hold Chania or Suda Bay was quite
pointless. Thus, in order to avoid being caught in a hopeless situation on

28 May, the British forces began to withdraw as repidly as possible. An

800-man sirong commando troop38 a was landed at Suda Bay during the night.of
26/27 May to cover the British retreat towards the south.
On 28 May Suda Bay fell into Germen hands, and the battle of Crete was

382

over -

381 - W. Churchill, op.cit., page 296, The commando troope, under the lesder-

ship of Colonel Leydock, were landed nesr Suda by the mine-layer “Abdiel"
during the night of 26/27 May. Relatively fresh, these troops fought
effectively in a rear guerd action which enabled the surviving British
forces from the Malemes and Chania sectors to make their way to the

southern coast of the island (& repetition of the success at Dunkirkl)
382 = On 25 May, the Wehrmacht High Command had.finally lifted the ban on in=-

formation comperning Operation MERKUR and issued the following official
bulletint "Since the early morning hours of 20 May, German parachute

and sir lending forces have been engaged in combat against elements of
the British Ammy on the island of Crete. With the valuable support of
fighter, bomber, and dive-bomber umits, they have cerried out a bold
attack leading to the capture of tactically important points on the is=-
land., Reinfarced by newly arrived units of the German Army, the ground
forces have switched to the offensive. Nearly all of the western part

of the island is elready in German hands. Joint operations by paratrooper
air landing, and Ammy forces are continuing according to plan. The Germen
Luftwaffe has succeeded in frustrating an attempt by the Royal Navy

to interveme in the battle for Crete by driving it out of the waters
north of the island end by sinking or damaging a large mmber of enemy
vessels"., (It is interesting to note here that no exact mumbers,

names of ships, or further details are given; apparently the Wehrmacht
High Command was skeptical ot the amcuracy of the operationsl reports re-
ceived. Author's note). "The ILuftwaffe has achieved air supremacy over
the entire area. Italian nevel and air units have been participating in
the battle of Crete since 20 May and have contributed a great deal %o

the victories so far achieved." (This would seem to be rlagrant exagger=-
ation. If the Ttelians had really played an effective role, contributing
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The port of Chania. To the right of the
photograph, the harbor itselt, its max-
imnln depth of six end ome~half to ten
feet meking it navigsble only for small
coastal ghipping. In the upper left-
hand corner we see the swastiks dis=
played outside the headguarters of the
Harbor Commander, Itjg (leutnant zur See)

Ossterlin.
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Ceneral Ringel assigned the task of clearing the Akrotiri Peninsula
(north of Suds Bey) to the parachute forces, and went on to lead the wnits
under Colonel Jais and Colonel Krakau in the pursuit of the retreating enemy.
forces, The advance battalion, under the command of Lt. Colonel Wittmann,
succeeded in relieving the combat group from the 24 Parachute Regiment after
heavy fighting near Rethymmon (see the map on the following page) during the
day of 29 lay,

At Traklion, too, the enemy had attempted to bring up reinforcements.
On 24 Mgy elements of the "Argyp and Sutherland Highland" Regiment had landed
at 1inbaki’®? on the southern coast and hed fought their wey through o Traklion.
The majority of this ememy force was decimated by the German parachute battalion
led by Mejor Vogel, which had landed on the island on 24 May as reinforcement

for Combat Group East. On 26 May, additional reinforcements in the form of

& parachute battalion made up of the survivors oi a number of various units

and placed under the command of Captain Boehnler384, landed eest of the Traklion
airfield (see the map on the following pege).

With the help of the reinforcements mentioned ebove, on 29 Hay Colonel

Braever's group was ordered to seize the airfield at Trakliom.

385 - We chlr@hul.. Op.ci‘b., pege 297-
384 - XI Air Corps, Report on Crete, Part ITI, page 12.
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A sharp increase in enemy naval activity off Iraklion was noted during
the night or 28/29 May. The British had sent in boats to facilitate the eva~
cuation of the 4,000 tmp5585 stationed at Iraklion.

On the morming of 29 May, when the GCerman attack on the Iraklion air-
field got under way, the paratroopers found the ares already clear of enemy
forces. Both the airfield and the city of Iraklion were captured.

The evacuation operation, however, resulted in hesvy losses for the
British. The evacuation fleet (the cruisers "Orion} "Ajax", and "Dido"
plus six destroyers as escort) was harrassed by German dive-bombers from eaxly
in the morning of 29 May until aftermoon, when it rinally came within signt of
Alexandria. Two of the destroyers, the "Imperisl and the "Herewarth", were
sunk with all the troops on board, while the cruisers were subjected to serious
damage in the Straits of Uaso.

"I'ne conditions on board the "Orion" were dreadful", writes Cmrohilljas,
"eee in eddition to its crew perscnnel, there were 1,100 troops on board.

A single Germen bomb, which landed on the bridge, killed 260 men and wounded
280 others ..." The ship caught fire. More than one-iifth of the British

forces evacuated from Iraklion were killed during the journey to Alexandris.

* * *

On 27 May, General Freyberg was given permission to evacuate his troops

8
irom the islanﬂ} 7. There was no chance of their retreating via the harbors

385 = W. Churchill, op.cit., page 2983 C.l. Devin, op.cit., pege 481, states
that the defemding force at Ireklion comprised 8,024 troops, some 3,000
of whom were Greek voluntee#rs. No action was taken to evacuate the
wounded.

386 = W. Churehill, op.cit., page 298.

87 = C.M. Davin, op.cit., page 388. TFinal permission to evacuate the island
was granted only after lengt}:w commmiques nad been exchanged among the

British Middle East Command Feadquarters (Englisches Oberkommando Mittel-
: oat), i.e. General Wavell and Admiral Cunningham, and the British
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It may be pertinent to point out here that the British never considered

[ ——

seriously the possibility that they might lose Greece. The airfields on Crete
had only one purpose = that of support for the operstions on the Greek main-
land, It was for this reason that they were located on the northern coast
of the island. The British made a grave mistake in not destroying the aire
fields once they had fallen into German hands. That they did not was due to
the spirit of optimism prevailing in General Freyberg's headquarters, on the
one hand, and to the extremely good morale of the English troops, on the other.
Both sides - and this is en unusual situstion in wertime - were forced to fight
because they had no other alternative. The British soldiers “never fought
better then on Groto'm. By the same token, “Crete was the grave of the
4‘ German paratroomrs'405.

The Germans overestimated the degree of pro=ixis sympathy on the part of
the native population and underestimated the will to resist on the part of

the British forces.

The German vietory on Crete was the result of a single factor - the air
guperiority achiesved by the Luftwaffel

In the last analysis, it seems doubtful that the tactic of landing para~
troopers directly over their target can be considered an error on the part of
the German planners. Undeniably, & landing could have been made at some dis=
tance from the target, west of Malemes for emample, where far less enemy re-
sistance would have been encountered. On the other hand, it is gquestionable
whether the occupation of the island could have been accomplished in such a
short time and with significantly fewer losses than was actually the case.
And time was short = for Operation MERKUR was to be followed immediately by
the campeign sgainst Soviet Russia, Operation BARBAROSSA.

It is hardly necessary to deny the completely groundless rumor to the effect
that the German paratroopers had been given special drugs, & kind of "courage

pill", which were
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CHAFTER XI

The Lessons of Experience447
Our concluding remarks on the air landing operation in Crete should be
preceded by a brief comparison of intention and achievement,
The intention was to capture the island of Crete in order to utilize
it as a kind of "aircraft carrier" from which to disrupt the British supply
lines in the eastern Mediterranean (Suez!). Moreover, reinforcements and

supplies for the African campaign were to be routed over Crete as an inter-

mediate statim44e. Provided that Crete could be taken guickly and without

high losses, it might well be used as a stepping-stone to further conguests
in the Middle East - Cyprus, Suez, Syria, etc.449.

This generously-conceived plan for the destruction of the British
poeition in the eastern Hediterranean45° resulted in a Fyrrhic Victory won
at the price of high and bloddy losses, a victory which brought the para-
chute and air landing forces into disfavor with the top-level Wehrmacht
command agencies. "The time for successful employment of this type of force

is past, it no longer has the advantage of surprise. We won't need air

447 - There are two sources which report in detail on the lessons to be
learned from the experience gathered on Cretes 1) Fourth Air Fleet,
Report on Crete, Appendix, pages 45-51, and 2) Report of the Headquarters,
XTI Air Corps, Operations Branch,B, File No. 1839/41, Classified (for
command only), dated 2 October 1941, (Xarlsruhe Document Collection).
448 = See the introduction to the present study,
449 - Liddel Hart, op.citi, page 2953 ",..Student told me, ®As soon as I had
gained Hitler's approvel for the Crete operation, I suggested taking
Cyprus from the gir and - using it as a base ~ occupying the Suez
Cenal. Hitler seemed to be rather in favor of the plan but didn't want
to commit himself - his mind was already too occupied with the coming
offenisve against Soviet Russia. Later, shocked by the high losses
suffered during the operations on Crete, he refused to consider any
further air landing actions. It tried repeatedly to change his mind,
but to no availl'®
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The chance of ultimate success which was created by the victory om
Crete - with particular emphasis on the resultant weakening of the British
naval posttion in the eastern Mediterranean - was simply not exploited. Also
it proved to be impossible to defeat two strong enemies, Englend and Russia,
at the same time. Hitler's "continent-bound" thinking and his horror of ,
over-water opera.tions455 won out in the plans developed at top level,
+ + +

Even so, the occupation of & naturally inaccessible island by troops
transported by air did not fail to produce a certain tactical effect456.

In England, for example, the fear of an airborne invasion tied do;n a consi=
derably large force in home defense activities. It omn also be assumed that
the Soviet enemy had sstablished a relatively strong reserve force to

meet any surprise attacks from the Tthird dimansion"457.

Borderline, still precariously neutral nations nunﬁ as Turkey, for
example, were sufficiently impressed by the German wictory on Crete that they
could not be persuaded to join the Allied camp458. And as far as Germany's
neval forces were concerned, the high losses sustained by the British in the
battle of Crete offered proof that not even the mightiest fleet can operate

459

with impunity in an ares dominated by a superior enemy air force ",

455 = Generaloberst Student, Memoirs, page 19.

456 = The effect here was a fairly indirect one.

457 = The vast geographical extent of Russia revealed clearly at that time
(as today) the limitations to which any air landing operation launched
far from the friendly front was subject. The German parachute and air
landing forfes set down in the sparsely-settled interior of Bussia
were soon surrounded by enemy armored units and completely desiroyed.
The only air landing actions which have any chance of success in BEussia
are those which are improvised on short notice - against enemy key po-

gitions, command headquarters, narrow water passageways, river fords,

mountain passes, etc, = and which are carried out with concurrent attacks

by friendly tanks and sircraft. (Meindl study).
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"The paratrooper force is that fqrae among our ground troops

best capable of exploiting the factor of gsurprise. For this resason

I deliberately emphasized from the very beginning the appropriate=

ness of their smployment in a coup de main (as the embodiment of total

surprise), and ordered a corregponding method of commitment - a

landing a8 close as possible to the ﬁarget, permitting its capture

in a sudden attack. In the face of stubborn resistance from above and

opposition in my own ranks; I succeeded in obtaining approval for

this new and daring method of operation. The overwhelming viectories

won by the paratroopers so far'in Norway, Holland, Eben Emael, and

Corinth hawe all been surprise vigtories based on these tactics.

Crete would probably have followed the same pattern, if the difficultes

discussed gbove had not intervened to jeopsrdize the entire operation.”

In tge cage of Crete, of course, any coup de main would inevitably have
cost heavy losses, since the most important factor - that of total surprise =
was missing and the sirfields were more strongly defended than had been an-
ticipated., The other method of commitment (a landing out of the reach of
enenmy forces, assembly, and gystematic advance towards the target) had been
under serious congideration by the paratroop forces prior to their initial
employment in the west, "Thig method wes given particular consideration in
connection with Crets"476-

I% is very nearly impossible to set up a uniform principle of commitment
for a paratrooper force, Before undertaking any mission, careful thought must
be given to which method is likely %o lead to the desired result more econo=
mically under the speecific conditions obbaining. The coup de main-type of
attack probably corresponds more closely to the nature of a paratrooper force,

particularly if the invasicﬁ force is to be made up of smaller elements.

I76 = XTI Xir Corps, Report on Crete, page 10,
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